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PREFACE 

The papers published in this volume are revised and 
updated versions of those given at a seminar organised 
by Merseyside Archaeological Society in March 1986 to 
mark its tenth anniversary. Speakers were asked to 
review current knowledge of Merseyside's archaeology, 
to set out what had been achieved over the previous 
decade and to place this in a regional and national 
context. 

It is appropriate that the seminar was an initiative of 
the Merseyside Archaeological Society which was 
formed in 1976 at a time when there was no person or 
organisation to promote archaeological activity and 
research within the County or to provide an obvious 
focus for archaeological interest. As well as carrying 
out a range of field surveys, excavations and 
documentary research, the Society was instrumental in 
the establishment of the Archaeological Survey of 

iii 

Merseyside (now the Field Archaeology Section at 
Liverpool Museum) and an Excavation Unit, both 
initially based at the University of Liverpool. 

Many people have been involved in the preparation of 
this volume. The Society would like to express its real 
thanks to them all, especially to Ian Longworth for his 
introduction, to the authors for their particular 
contributions and patience, to Penny Brown and Vicki 
Innes for editorial work, to Charles Williams and Max 
Wheeler for organising the seminar, and to the 
National Museums and Galleries on Merseyside, 
Christ's and Notre Dame College, School of 
Archaeology, Liverpool University and The North West 
Archaeological Trust for financial assistance with the 
publication. 

Margaret Warhurst January 1991 
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IN1RODUCTION 

Ian Longworth 

Modern administrative divisions rarely provide a useful 
framework for a review of the past. The more remote 
the age the less meaningful their boundaries appear. 
Merseyside, a creation of less that twenty years' 
standing, provides an extreme case. Yet for archaeology 
its appearance has actually been a blessing in disguise. 
For the very first time energy and resource have been 
focused on an area hitherto under-researched and 
largely ignored. With its low relief, boulder clays and 
peat bogs Merseyside has all too often been seen as 
Likely to have been unattractive to early settlement. 
Archaeologists, ever ready to interpret absence of 
recorded data as proven negative evidence, have rarely 
questioned whether such data have been systematically 
sought. After twelve years of active research in the area 
we begin to see just how dangerous such assumptions 
may turn out to be. 

Past commentators have often been strongly influenced, 
following Fox, by a geographical determinism which saw 
Merseyside as lying at the extremity of the Midland 
Gap, an intrusion of lowland into an otherwise highland 
zone. As such, so the argument went, it was to be 
expected that influences were likely to be received from 
the southeast, though it was equally recognised that the 
area also offered natural harbourage to any who 
approached from seaward to the west and north. 
Whichever view prevailed, Merseyside could be seen as 
lying within a corridor of potential easy access along 
which both trade and settlement could flow. Here the 
modern administrative boundary is perhaps drawn too 
tightly for archaeological interpretation for Merseyside 
is best seen in a wider context as part of a region 
embracing at least the southern Lancashire/Cheshire 
plain. It is within this somewhat broader setting that the 
papers offered in this volume have been placed. 

Unlike many areas of England and Wales, Merseyside 
has not been well blessed by amateur antiquaries. While 
the collections and written works of men Like the 
Reverend Canon John Hume, Joseph Mayer, Henry 
Eckroyd Smith, and Charles Potter recorded to some 
degree the antiquities which came to light in the 
nineteenth century, lack of a more general antiquarian 
interest meant that the generality of antiquities 
discovered does not survive. It is now difficult to gauge, 
for example, the full significance of the discoveries at 
Meals on the coast of Wirral but here at least appears 
to have been a site of more than regional importance 
with a record of settlement extending (not necessarily 
without break) from the Neolithic to the mid fourteenth 
century AD when sea encroachment brought settlement 
to an end and removed the possibility of further modern 
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investigation. Elsewhere the great conurbations of 
Liverpool and Birkenhead have helped to blanket and 
in part destroy much further evidence. 

It is a tremendous tribute to those now at work in 
Merseyside that this often dismal picture has now begun 
to change. Surviving data has been rapidly assimilated 
into the Sites and Monuments Record begun in 1977 
and now housed within the Liverpool Museum. Field 
survey has been undertaken with energy. The basic 
geology and soil types have been mapped and a 
vegetational history is well under way. Excavation of 
promising sites has begun while the immensely rich 
documentary evidence is being worked with great vigour 
to bring illumination to the post-Roman periods. 

The present volume is best seen as an interim report 
setting the scene, noting what has been achieved but, 
and of perhaps overriding importance, pointing up 
directions for future work to follow. For prehistory the 
most urgent need is to discover and explore sites which 
will allow human activity to be interpreted and closely 
married to the vegetational record. We will then be 
better placed to assess to what degree human presence 
rather than purely natural factors were at work to bring 
about the major changes that are known to have 
occurred. The abundance within the region of 
waterlogged deposits is here a boon, providing a 
resource often lacking in other 'dryer' areas of the land. 
Neither Neolithic nor Bronze Age settlement sites are 
well represented in the northwest, but the site of 
Ehenside Tarn illustrates the rewards which such 
discoveries can bestow. There is now an element of 
urgency in this search for, although the site of Pilling 
has provided a glimpse of the unknown which might yet 
be found within the county, much of the potential of 
that site had already been lost through desiccation and 
the plough. Certainly the unreliability of the surviving 
evidence is well illustrated in the first millennium BC 
where in the north west as a whole the handful of 
defended hilltop sites and an almost total absence of 
recognisable pottery seems at variance with the 
vegetational record which sees evidence of clearance and 
mixed farming at this phase. Nor does the quality of 
evidence improve for the early historic periods. In the 
Roman phase, the significance of Merseyside has yet to 
be assessed. Chester dominates, but the relationship of 
Merseyside to the fortress has yet to be explored while 
native settlement is only just beginning to make its 
presence felt through air photography and field survey. 
For the ensuing period archaeological evidence is yet 
more sparse with little but the finds from Meals to flesh 
out a story otherwise to be sought in placename, cross 



and church together with what little survives in written 
record. Nor have we yet reached for the medieval 
period the sort of balance elsewhere familiar where 
archaeology begins to shed new light upon the 
peasantry and lowly town dweller. Thousands of 
medieval documents survive and begin already to yield 
a rich harvest but, of standing buildings, few that are 
secular remain for study. Only excavation can provide 
the evidence so desperately needed to fill these lacunae. 
As far as present knowledge takes us it was not until 
the late fourteenth or fifteenth century that pottery was 
being made locally and still later before the industry 
reached any scale. Indeed, Merseyside appears aceramic 
until at least the Norman period but is this simply 
another archaeological negative likely to disappear in 
the wake of further fieldwork? 
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The scene is therefore set. The contributors have, in 
the space of a very few years, put the record straight, 
recorded what survives, and begun to initiate the type 
of programme of survey, excavation and research which 
now must surely follow. Merseyside has perhaps been 
a little late in makings its archaeological presence felt 
but one can entertain little doubt that in the ensuing 
years its features will become as well known and 
appreciated as those of its longer established and more 
precocious neighbours. 

Department of Prehistoric 
and Romano-British Antiquities 
The British Museum December 1990 



ENVIRONMENTAL ARCHAEOLOGY IN MERSEYSIDE 

J.B. Innes and P.R. Tomlinson. 

Introduction 

This paper is intended to provide an environmental 
setting for the archaeology of Merseyside. It is divided 
into three sections. The first describes, in some detail, 
the natural development of the landscape since the end 
of the last glaciation. Using results from several areas 
of research, it looks at evidence from the natural 
stratigraphy of Flandrian sediments, both coastal and 
inland, in order to understand changes in landforms, 
coastline, climate and vegetation. More detailed analyses 
of the environmental factors which influenced the 
evolution of the landscape may be found elsewhere 
(Johnson 1985a, Innes and Tomlinson unpub.). 

Section two summarizes the results of a recent 
programme of palynological research on the peat 
deposits in the area which show the developing impact 
of prehistoric people on the natural vegetation (Innes 
and Tomlinson 1980, 1983a, 1983b). 

The third section discusses the variety of environmental 
evidence which has come from some of the 
archaeological excavations in the region. This has 
provided details of local vegetation and land use as well 
as human health, diet and living conditions. 

The area covered in this paper is not confined to the 
county of Merseyside, but includes the lower Mersey 
valley, the Lancashire plain as far north as the lower 
Ribble valley and the peripheral parts of northern 
Cheshire. Where relevant, analogous evidence bas also 
been used from beyond this region. 

The chronology and terminology used here follow the 
accepted British scheme (eg West 1970): 

Devensian glaciation up to 10,000 BP 

Flandrian postglacial after 10,000 BP 

The Flandrian is subdivided as follows: 

Flandrian I 

Flandrian II 

Flandrian III 

10,000-7,000 BP 

7,000-5,000 BP 

5,000 BP to present 

All dates are given as 'BP', meaning number of 
uncalibrated radiocarbon years before AD 1950. Other 
classifications are explained in the text. Plant taxonomy 
follows Clapham et al. 1962. 

SECTION 1: THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENTAL 
BACKGROUND 

Relief and Drainage 

The main geographical features of the Merseyside 
region are shown in figure 1. It is an area of mainly low 
and subdued relief, part of the Lancashire and Cheshire 
plain, having been subjected to heavy glacial action 
during the Ice Age which smoothed the relief features 
of the pre-glacial landscape by processes of glacial 
erosion and deposition. This homogeneity is relieved 
only by occasional outcrops of bedrock which protrude 
through the drift cover. While on Wirral such solid rock 
exposures at sea level form headlands, in general the 
Merseyside coastline is of the soft-shore type, composed 
of a variety of unconsolidated sediments. Merseyside's 
three large river estuaries, the Ribble, Mersey and Dee, 
are features typical of this kind of shore. 

The Dee, mid Wirral Fender, lower Mersey, Gowy, 
Weaver, Alt, Sankey, Ditton and Douglas river systems 
all fill valleys which are aligned northwest/southeast. 
This modern drainage pattern is largely the result of the 
erosive effects of glacial action, allied to the creation of 
meltwater channels and meltwater streams. As the ice 
sheet retreated to the northwest, these almost parallel 
river systems evolved. Troughs were gouged into the 
sandstone bedrock by ice action or meltwater along this 
axis, then filled with glacial sands and gravels into which 
streams were then incised. Meltwater erosion seems to 
have been the main factor in forming these troughs, 
some of which are greatly over-deepened (Johnson 
1985b). Changes in rates of flow in the region's rivers, 
particularly during the early postglacial, have formed 
terraces in several river valleys most notably that of the 
Mersey itself. 

Geology 

The solid geology of the region is comprised mainly of 
Bunter and Keuper sandstones of Triassic age. The 
former outcrops mainly in the higher land of Liverpool 
and the two main ridges on Wirral. Older, 
Carboniferous sandstones also occur, particularly to the 
east of the area, for example around St Helens. In most 
of the region the bedrock is masked by glacigenic and 
recent deposits. Solid rock only outcrops at the surface 
infrequently, where it forms sandstone ridges, the 
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summits of which reach between 150m and 200m O.D. 
Although such outcrops are most numerous in the 
south of the region, on Wirral, around Liverpool and 
south of the Mersey near Runcorn, isolated hills also 
occur in the north (Fig. 2). 

Over most of the rest of the region the surface geology 
is formed of glacigenic deposits laid down by the main 
ice sheet of the most recent (Devensian) glaciation and 
by periglacial proces es in the subsequent late glacial 
period. The glacial depositionary history of the region 
has been described by Wray and Cope (1948) and 
Evans and Arthurton (1973), and recently reviewed by 
Longworth (1985) and Worsley (1985). The glacigenic 
sediments comprise alternating sequences of tills and 

sands or gravels. There is much variation in the number 
of sedimentary units, where for example, there are 
between one and four till units of differing fabric 
character in the north Merseyside area alone 
(Longworth 1985). Intercalated tills, sands and morainic 
material have been attributed by Worsley (1985) to late 
subglacial and supraglacial origin. The various till units 
around Merseyside, termed the Northern Drift by Kear 
(1985), are not considered to be the result of separate 
glacial events, but reflect variable depositionary 
conditions during the advance and retreat of the main 
Devensian ice sheet. The composite glacial succession, 
clearly exposed near Thurstaston on Wirral (Brenchley 
1968), has, however, been classified as a single drift 
sheet, the 'Stockport Formation' (Worsley 1985). 

Figure 1: Sketch map showing the main relief and drainage features of the Merseyside region and the location of 
pollen sites mentioned in the text. 
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Radiocarbon dating of organic deposits above and below 
the till places the age of the Devensian glacial 
maximum at between 30,000 and 14,000 BP, with the 
major extent of ice cover around 18,000 BP. Ice 
movement was in a south easterly direction from the 
Irish Sea, eroding the Triassic sandstone bedrock and 
depositing a red coloured, stony till. 

In the north of Merseyside the glacial tills are covered 
by the Shirdley Hill Sand. This sand is derived from 
fluvioglacial material, which was redistributed by aeolian 
action (Tooley and Kear 1977; Wilson et al. 1981). 
Although it is only a superficial deposit, a few metres 
in thickness, it covers a large area between sea level 
and about 125m OD. Small, isolated areas of Shirdley 
Hill Sand also occur in the south of the region around 
Speke and South Liverpool. Godwin suggested the 
fluvioglacial origin of this coversand and recognised that 
it overlay mud deposits dating to the late glacial (pollen 
zone II - Windermere Interstadial) at Moss Lake, 
Liverpool (Godwin 1959). The sand was itself overlain 
by muds and peats of the earliest postglacial (Flandrian 
la) age onwards. Subsequent pollen analysis and 
radiocarbon dating of peat lenses subjacent to Shirdley 
Hill Sand at Clieves Hills (10,455 ± 110 BP, Hv-4710, 
Tooley 1978) has confirmed its Late Devensian stadia) 
(LDe III) origin. Tooley (1985b) considers that some of 
the sand deposit may have formed coastal dunes if a 
late glacial high sea level stand took place in this area, 
but this is not yet proven. The sand body was de
stabilised and redistributed by wind action at various 
times during the ensuing postglacial period (Innes 1986, 
Innes et al. 1989), so that its present distribution may 
not correspond to that of its initial deposition. 

The glacigenic sediments are also masked in many 
places by later, superficial, deposits of postglacial age. 
These include peats, blown sand and both freshwater 
and estuarine alluvium (Fig. 2). These are the products 
of more recent processes of landscape evolution, 
described in more detail below. 

Coastal Change 

The position and character of Merseyside's coastline 
have been subject to considerable changes during the 
period since the height of the Devensian glaciation 
about 18,000 years ago. There is some evidence that 
during the process of deglaciation, which appears to 
have occurred quite rapidly after the time of maximum 
ice cover (Thomas 1985), parts of the Irish Sea basin 
experienced a high relative sea level stand. Sediments 
of marine origin have been reported from altitudes of 
between + 14 and + 18m O.D. on Wirral and the Isle 
of Man by Brenchley (1968), Synge (1977) and Thomas 
(1977). These have been interpreted by Thomas (1985) 
and Tooley (1985a) as having been deposited under the 
cold water environment of a proglacial sea, as marine 
conditions accompanied ice margin retreat. Although 
the level of this Ice Age sea might be assumed to have 
been eustatically low, it would appear that isostatic 

depression of the region at this time was sufficient to 
allow inundation of the present day coastal areas. This 
Devensian transgression was not, it seems, of long 
duration, because isostatic uplift following the removal 
of the ice load next caused a relative fall of sea level. 
By perhaps 13,000 BP (Thomas 1985) the sea level was 
relatively very much lower, causing much of the current 
floor of the eastern Irish Sea to be, temporarily, dry 
land. 

By the Flandrian I/II transition, isostatic readjustment 
was nearing completion. The early postglacial is 
characterised by very rapid rates of sea level rise 
causing further inundation of the low lying plain of the 
eastern Irish Sea floor, as the eustatic rise of sea level 
was increasing. Tooley (1978) has recorded complex 
lithologies in the Merseyside coastal area comprising 
intercalated clays, silts and peats. These he has been 
able to ascribe to marine, estuarine, freshwater or 
terrestrial origin using detailed pollen and diatom 
analyses. The lithological changes reflect radical 
alteration in local depositional conditions which are 
interpreted as the result of the introduction or 
withdrawal of marine conditions. It has been possible, 
with the use of radiocarbon dating and altitudinal 
correlations, to use the lithostratigraphic boundaries as 
index points to the creation of transgressive and 
regressive overlap sequences. From these index points, 
regional tendencies of sea level movement can be 
induced (Shennan 1983). Tooley (1982, 1985b) has 
identified twelve such periods of transgressive and 
regressive sea level tendencies from the Merseyside 
region, between 9000 BP and the present day. The 
temporal limits of these are shown on fugue 3. Between 
9000 and 5000 BP sea level rise was rapid and 
sustained so that by the later date a mean sea level 
height about equal to that of the present day had been 
achieved. After this time sea level movement was much 
slower and fluctuating, with periods of relative sea level 
fall. The prolonged early Flandrian transgressive 
tendency culminated in late Flandrian II, shortly before 
5000 BP, with the extreme extension of marine 
conditions across the Merseyside lowlands as far as the 
eastern edge of Downholland Moss. Extensive marine 
sediments, known as the Downholland Silts, were laid 
down. Later in Flandrian II, between 6500 and 5000 
BP, two further transgressive episodes deposited further 
marine clays. During the intervening periods of lowered 
sea level peat deposits were formed. A major retraction 
of marine conditions occurred around the Flandrian 
II-III transition, causing further widespread peat 
deposition upon the exposed marine clay surface, 
identifiable as regressive overlap 7 on Tooley's scheme 
(Fig. 3). These mid-Flandrian peat/clay intercalations are 
fully described from the Downholland Moss area of 
Sefton (Tooley 1978). They have also been recognised 
elsewhere, for example, south of the Mersey at Helsby 
Marsh (Tooley 1978), on the north Wirral coast (Kenna 
1979, 1986) and at Newton Carr, Hoylake (Innes et al. 
1990). 

A brief renewed rise in sea level affected Merseyside in 
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early Flandrian III, about 4500 BP, and forms Tooley's 
overlap sequence 8. This has been recognised at the 
Alt Mouth, Sefton (Tooley 1978) and near Meals, 
Wirral (Innes 1984). Due to the rapid growth of coastal 
peat deposits and other barrier sediments, this rise was 
insufficient to inundate the coastline except in these 
small exposed embayments. Although, from this time 
onwards, sea level continued to rise slowly and remained 
a little higher than today's level, significant transgression 
of the coastline in this area did not occur. Instead, the 
effects of sea level rise have been shown in indirect 
ways through its influence on coastal landforms such as 
dune systems (Tooley 1980, 1985b). 

A major indirect effect of rising sea level has been the 
elevation of ground water tables in landward areas 
beyond the reach of marine incursion. Tooley, using the 
terminology of Dutch workers, called these areas the 
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Figure 2: Surface geology of the Merseyside region. 

'perimarine zone'. In this zone, waterlogging caused the 
creation of swamps, fens and Jakes. In the early 
postglacial, rapid sea level rise prevented major peat 
formation. Since mid-Flandrian times, however, the slow 
rise of sea level has allowed the extensive freshwater 
wetlands to develop. These, in turn, provided the 
conditions for the inception of the accumulation of the 
lowland mos lands, a major landscape feature in the 
region (see below). Several Jakes, the largest of which 
was Martin Mere (Tooley 1985b), existed within these 
mosslands, until filled in by sedimentation, or drained 
in modern times. 

A second major coastal development (Pye 1990; Tooley 
1990) has been the creation of sand dune belts on the 
Wirral and Sefton shores as a result of the early 
Flandrian Ill lowering of sea level. Intertidal sand 
deposits, exposed to wind redistribution and over-
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blowing, buried the western fringes of the mossland, 
forming a barrier to further marine inundation. This 
process began before 4000 BP (4,090 ± 175 BP, 
Hv-4705) at Downholland Moss (Tooley 1978) and has 
continued subsequently. The effects of two later periods 
of p.igh sea level (Tooley's overlap sequences 10 and 12) 
can be recognised in periods of dune stability about 
2300 BP and 800 BP, when high dune slack water 
tables caused peats to form (Tooley 1985b). At other 
times since 4000 BP, sea level has been little higher 
than that of today. 

Climate 

The changes in the British climate which took place 
during the Devensian glaciation and the subsequent 
postglacial period have been reviewed by Lamb (1977) 
and, with particular reference to northwest England, by 
Musk (1985). Generally cold conditions prevailed during 
the Devensian glacial age, with two 'stadia!' periods of 
extreme low temperatures and maximum ice sheet 
development, around 55,000 BP and, in particular, 
about 18,000 BP. Two main warm, 'interstadial' 
episodes can be recognised within the Devensian: the 
'Chelford' interstadial about 60,000 BP, when summer 
temperatures were similar to those of today, and the 
short 'Upton Warren' interstadial about 42,000 BP 
when summer temperatures may have been a little 
higher that today's. In both cases winter temperatures 
remained very cold and the climate was of continental 
type. . 

A further period of higher temperatures occurred 
between c. 12,000 and 11,000 BP during the Late 
Devensian, and this has been termed the 'Windermere' 
interstadial (Coope and Pennington 1977). After 11,000 
BP a return to cold conditions occurred, with mean 
temperatures falling at least 4 °C from the Windermere 
maximum. This late glacial stadia! cold phase came to 
an end c. 10,000 BP when a prolonged rise in 
temperature began and full interglacial climatic 
amelioration ensued. The early Flandrian was 
characterised by warm and mild winters and a relatively 
dry continental climate, which persisted up to about 
7500 years ago. In contrast, the mid Flandrian period 
between c. 7500 and 5000 BP experienced a more 
oceanic climate; warm, with mean temperatures at least 
3 °C higher than at present and with high rainfall. Since 
c. 5000 BP, however, climatic conditions have declined 
from this postglacial optimum. Although the period 
from c. 5000 BP to c. 3000 BP was drier, it was cooler, 
and from 3000 BP to 2000 BP the climate deteriorated 
to become much colder, wetter and of maritime type 
(Musk 1985). This stimulated rapid peat growth and the 
formation of 'recurrence surfaces' in bogs (Barber 
1982). Many Merseyside mosses, such as Simonswood 
Moss and Parr Moss, show such features very clearly 
and the major recurrence surface at Chat Moss (Birks 
1964) has been dated to 2645 ± 100 BP (Q-683, 
Godwin and Switsur 1966). This period of cold, wet 
climate was accompanied by a greatly increased 

incidence of storminess (Lamb 1977). 

A return to a warm, dry climatic regime occurred at 
about 2000 BP and lasted until about 800 BP, with 
particularly congenial conditions (in human terms) in 
the last few centuries of that period (Musk 1985). 
There were long, hot summers averaging at least 2 °C 
higher than today's. After 800 BP a phase of climatic 
decline ensued, with increasingly cool, wet conditions 
accompanied by very high sea level, frequent storms and 
storm-surge floods in coastal regions. This phase of 
deterioration culminated in a period, between c. 600 
and c. 150 BP, of widespread cold climate, sufficiently 
severe to be termed the 'Little Ice Age', although there 
were some warmer decades within this period. Since the 
latter date, however, climate has again become milder. 

Soils 

The irregular surface distribution of geological deposits 
in the Merseyside region has provided a complex mosaic 
of parent strata which has fostered the development of 
a wide range of soil types. This variability has been 
compounded as external factors such as climate and 
local topography have further modified soil properties, 
while changes in sea level tendency have altered soil 
drainage characteristics in coastal areas. In addition, 
changes in texture, acidity and organic matter content 
will have taken place as a consequence of the natural 
processes of maturation within soil profiles (Taylor and 
Smith 1980). The retraction of Devensian ice cover 
around 14,000 BP gives a maximal date for the 
beginning of soil development in the region, but 
extreme periglacial conditions associated with the Late 
Devensian stadia! phase between 11,000 and 10,000 BP 
would effectively have disrupted soil profiles. Extant soil 
types began to evolve broadly at the same time, shortly 
after the beginning of the Flandrian period at 10,000 
BP, although continued ground instability in some areas, 
such as on the Shirdley Hill Sands, postponed 
pedogenesis a little longer. 

Once stable ground conditions had allowed soil genesis, 
41creasing postglacial temperatures would have 
encouraged subsequent development, although this 
would have occurred at different rates. Much of the 
glacially-derived material available for soil formation in 
the early Flandrian would have been relatively base-rich, 
so that soils would have tended to develop rapidly. 
Upon siliceous strata of glacial outwash or sandstone, 
however, formation may have proceeded more slowly. 
It seems likely that even in this early Flandrian period 
of young, transitional soil profiles, a degree of diversity 
in soil properties had been established. Although direct 
palaeosol evidence is lacking from Merseyside, some 
indirect support for this, in the form of pollen evidence, 
showing variations in early Flandrian I vegetation 
patterns, is discussed below. 

During the mid Flandrian 'climatic optimum' between 
c. 7,500 and c. 5,000 BP, it is probable that most soil 
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profiles would have reached, or been close to, maturity 
(Simmons and Tooley 1981). In many cases, particularly 
upon till, this would comprise brown earth forest soils. 
In areas of acid substrate, or where leaching had been 
heavy, formation of forest podsols may have occurred. 
Locally, drainage impedence by topographic or other 
factors may have encouraged soil gleying to occur, 
perhaps leading to organic soil formation. The leaching 
process was intensified in the later Flandrian period, 
from c. 5000 BP to the present, as climatic 
deterioration resulted in lower temperatures and 
increased precipitation. Although the effects of this 
natural acidification and podsolisation were general soil 
degeneration and the spread of peat, man's influence 
has obscured these natural processes since 5000 BP. 

The soil patterns which developed on the surface 
geologies of the Merseyside region have been studied in 
detail by Hall and Folland (1970), Gagen (1982) and 
Kear (1985). In summary, the Northern Drift till plain 
of southern Merseyside has developed fertile clay-loam 
topsoils over clay subsoils (Kear 1985). This soil type 
is prone to waterlogging and shows gley features where 
gradients are low, producing surface water gleys, brown 
soils or, exceptionally, impermeable clays. In contrast, 
fluvioglacial sands and gravels which occur in the river 
valleys of the Douglas, Mersey and Sankey provide 
coarse textured, siliceous soils which are free draining 
and prone to leaching. Loamy brown sands typify this 
association, with features of gleying where drainage is 
restricted. Alluvial silt also occurs in these three river 
valleys, as well as those of the Alt, Birket and Fender. 
High water tables and flooding have Jed to the 
formation of ground water gleys in this situation, as 
upon the marine Downholland Silts along the Sefton 
coast. 

The Shirdley Hill Sand of northern Merseyside, although 
permeable, is underlain by till. Its soils are characterised 
by their degree of gleying and their profile drainage 
impedence, which occur to a greater or lesser extent, 
depending on local topography. Acid gley podsols are 
most common, while in depressions, peaty gleys lead to 
the formation of true peat. Other sand deposits in 
Merseyside which are sufficiently stable to permit 
pedogenesis, are characterised by acid podsols. The 
blown sand areas of the Wirral coast and between 
Crosby and Southport sustain such soils, as do those 
minor inland formations, such as the Mere Sands 
(Wilson 1985), which are believed to derive from beach 
sediments. In contrast, the outcrops of Triassic 
sandstone, which form ridges on the Wirral and in the 
Liverpool area, have produced free draining sandy 
brown earths, with some degree of local podsolisation 
and the formation of sandy gleys on their lower slopes. 
Brown earths also occur on the outcrops of Carbon
iferous sandstone, in the Billinge and St Helens areas. 

Moss lands 

A characteristic feature of Merseyside's landscape, even 

more so in the past than today, has been the great 
variety and quantity of peat deposits developed upon 
the inorganic sediments and mineral soils of the region 
(Innes and Tomlinson 1980). The tendency towards 
profile saturation and surface water gleying in Shirdley 
Hill Sand areas, for example, was sufficient at sites of 
impaired drainage to allow organic matter to 
accumulate at the surface, forming peaty gleys, which 
then developed into true peats. True peat, defined as 
organic matter of a depth greater than 20cm, 
accumulated in this way over much of north Merseyside. 
These peats come within the Altcar series as classified 
by Hall and Folland (1970). 

The thin peat bed resting upon till, but beneath 
Shirdley Hill Sand, at Clieves Hills yielding a 
radiocarbon date of 10,455 ± 100 BP (Hv-4710, Tooley 
1978) shows that suitable conditions for this kind of 
peat inception and growth must have existed as early as 
the Late Devensian. Analogous sub-Shirdley Hill Sand 
peat beds which have been investigated by Baxter 
(1983) at several sites in the region, have also yielded 
Late Devensian pollen assemblages. At Simonswood 
Moss 3 the pollen evidence was supported by 
radiocarbon dating which showed that the basal peat 
formed between c. 11,600 and 10,500 years ago, within 
the Late Devensian interstadial and final stadia! phases. 
Peat beds have also formed within the Shirdley Hill 
Sand at some sites. These formed at intervals 
throughout the Flandrian period, reflecting periods of 
waterlogging and sand stability. A Flandrian II peat lens 
in sand at Firswood Road, for example, yielded a 
radiocarbon date of 6195 ± 80 BP (Hv-4711) (Tooley 
1978). Another peat layer, within the Sand at Bull 
Lane, Aintree, is shown, by its pollen assemblage, to be 
of Flandrian III age (Innes 1984), and is dated to 4600 
± 50 BP (SRR-2932). 

A major area of lowland peat moss occurs between 
Crosby and Southport running along the coast and 
separated from the sea by blown sand. This peat 
complex has been classified as being of 'low moor' type 
by Hall (1968) and more recently described by Shimwell 
(1985). Peat profiles in this area comprise sediments 
which represent the early and middle stages of 
hydroseral succession (Walker 1970). These include 
gyttjas (detrital Jake muds), reedswamp peats, fen and 
fen-carr peats of up to three or four metres depth, as 
at Downholland Moss. Raised bog peats, several metres 
in depth, may overlie these deposits as, for example, at 
Halsall Moss, although most now have been truncated 
by cultivation. The reedswamp and fen peats are 
composed mainly of grasses and sedges, with Phragmites 
communis and Carex spp. prominent. Alder (Alnus 
glutinosa) is the main tree represented in the woody 
fen-carr peats, although birch (Betula spp.) and willow 
(Sa/ix spp.) also occur. This lowland moss type is also 
found behind the north Wirral coast (Kenna 1979). In 
both these areas it extends beneath the blown sand 
overburden, appearing in places upon the foreshore as 
intertidal 'submerged forests'. In such locations, as at 
the Alt Mouth (Tooley 1977) or near Meols (Innes 
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1983, Kenna 1985), marine erosion has reduced it to 
less than a metre in thickness. 

Other deep peat sections have developed in inland areas 
of the region, particularly between Ormskirk and 
Knowsley, at altitudes of between 30 and 60 metres 
above sea level. Several large raised mosses exist in this 
area either as individual bogs, as at Holiday Moss, 
Rainford, or as larger 'complexes', as at Simonswood 
Moss, Knowsley. Using Hulrne's topographical 
classification (1980), the nuclei of peat formation in 
these mosslands were of 'confined' type, where the 
infilling of lakes began at an early stage of the 
postglacial in enclosed topographic basins. The upper 
peats of these deposits represent a 'partly confined' 
stage of development, when peat has spread from the 
initiation foci to coalesce and cover the intervening land 
surface. This expansion seems to have taken place 
mainly in later Flandrian II and Flandrian III. While 
most of the large inland mosses in Merseyside are 
developed over Shirdley Hill Sand (Innes 1986), some 
do occur over glacial till, as at Parr Moss, St Helens 
(Innes and Tomlinson 1981). Several deep mosses have 
developed over the tills and fluvioglacial gravels of the 
lower Mersey valley on the borders of Merseyside, of 
which Chat Moss, Risley Moss and Holcroft Moss are 
the largest. 

Fully 'unconfined' blanket peats are absent from the 
region except perhaps for a small area near 
Thurstaston, on Wirral. 

Vegetation History 

The following chronological summary is based on the 
pollen analytical research of many workers in the 
region. A considerable body of data now exists which 
has been used to reconstruct the vegetation history. For 
periods which lack data, parallels are drawn from 
adjacent parts of northwest England. 

Pre-Late Devensian. Before c. 14,000 BP. 

Although no Merseyside data exist for this period, early 
botanical records are available from elsewhere which 
may provide relevant parallels (Worsley 1985). 
Interglacial sediments, possibly of Hoxnian age (about 
240,000 BP), are present at Trysull, Staffordshire, while 
pollen representing temperate woodland, including oak, 
alder, hazel and yew, has been recovered from Four 
Ashes, Staffordshire which appears to be of lpswichian 
interglacial age (about 120,000 BP). Another warm 
temperate woodland flora of probable lpswichian age 
has been reported from Scandal Beck, Cumbria 
(Thomas 1985). The earlier stages of the last 
(Devensian) glaciation may be represented by a pollen 
assemblage from Oakwood Quarry, Cheshire which, 
dominated by herbs, reflects a cold, open, treeless 
landscape. Organic silts from Chelford, Cheshire record 
a brief interstadial expansion of temperate woodland 

which is dated as having occurred about 60,000 BP, in 
mid-Devensian times (Worsley 1985). It may be 
assumed that vegetation communities of broadly similar 
type existed in Merseyside during each of these remote 
time periods. 

Late Devensian. c. 14,000 - c. 10,000 BP 

The early part of this period, shortly after retraction 
of ice cover, would have seen only pioneer vegetation, 
as turf and short herb communities colonised bare 
ground surfaces. Grasses, sedges, mosses and 
Lycopodium sp. (clubmoss) would have dominated, with 
Rumex spp. (docks/sorrel), Artemisia sp.(mugwort) and 
cold-tolerant herbs like Helianthemum sp. (rock rose) 
joining them (Pennington 1977). Between c. 13,000 and 
c. 12,000 BP a taller flora would have developed, 
including Empetrnm sp. (crowberry), Juniperus sp. 
(juniper) and Sa/ix spp. (willows), but herb taxa would 
still have been abundant. It is this phase which is 
represented in the earliest Merseyside pollen records, 
such as at Moss Lake, Liverpool (Godwin 1959) and 
Chat Moss (Birks 1965a). 

Between c. 12,000 and c. 11,000 BP the warmer 
conditions of the 'Windermere Interstadial' (Coope and 
Pennington 1977) permitted the establishment of 
mature Betula (birch) woodland and a rich tall herb 
field layer. Between c. 11,000 and c. 10,000 BP, 
however, this woodland was replaced by a tundra type 
herbaceous pollen flora including grasses, sedges, 
Artemisia, Rumex spp. and Ranunculaceae family as well 
as Empetrnm, although some birch remained. Aquatic 
herbs were also abundant. Several Merseyside sites, such 
as those associated with Shirdley Hill Sand, like Clieves 
Hills (Tooley 1978), or the basal sediments of the larger 
raised mosses, like Knowsley Park Moss (Innes 
unpublished), contain pollen records of this age. Much 
of our knowledge of Late Devensian plant communities 
in the Shirdley Hill Sand areas of the Merseyside region 
comes from the work of Baxter (1983). 

Early Flandrian. c. 10,000 - c. 7000 BP. 

The presence of Flandrian I sediments in the pollen 
record of many of the deeper raised moss profiles 
allows the recognition of some spatial differentiation in 
the pattern of vegetation which took place as the period 
progressed. In addition, the radiocarbon dated pollen 
diagram from Red Moss to the east of Merseyside 
(Hibbert et al. 1971), which serves as a standard 
diagram for northwest England, becomes relevant. At 
Red Moss the earliest postglacial, Flandrian la, is dated 
as ending at 9798 ± 200 BP (Q-924). Birch woodland 
dominated the vegetation, but it was at first very open, 
containing many of the late glacial herb communities 
which in some cases even increase in pollen frequency. 
Filipendula sp. (meadowsweet) in particular seems to 
have been encouraged by increasing temperatures. Pinus 
sp. (pine) and Populus tremula (aspen) are other trees 
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present in this phase and Juniperus sp., Sa/ix sp. and 
some EmpetnJm sp. formed shrub woodland before tree 
birches shaded them out. High grass and sedge values 
are typical of the initial part of this period. At Red 
Moss, which rests upon till, the herb and shrub pollen 
types are steadily reduced in abundance as closed birch 
woodland developed. The high non-tree pollen values 
which persisted at Knowsley Park Mo s and 
Simonswood Moss suggest that this succession to 
woodland progressed more slowly on Shirdley Hill Sand 
(Innes unpublished). 

At Red Moss during Flandrian lb, dated as ending at 
8,990 ± 170 BP (Q-921), birch remained the most 
important tree, while pine became better represented. 
Cory/us avellana (hazel) entered the assemblage 
replacing the more pioneer willow and juniper. By 
contrast, Flandrian le, ending at Red Moss at 8196 ± 
150 BP (Q-918), is marked by the expansion of hazel 
to very high pollen values, pine becoming more 
important and birch declining in frequency. Analogous 
pollen changes occur in the other profiles of this age in 
the Merseyside region, as at Moss Lake, Liverpool 
(Godwin 1959) and Chat Moss (Birks 1964). 

Flandrian Id ending at 7107 ± 120 BP (Q-916) at Red 
Moss, is notable for the increased rate of immigration 
of deciduous trees into the boreal woodland. Ulmus sp. 
(elm) and Quercus sp. (oak) become major forest 
constituents, and near the end of the period Tilia sp. 
(lime) and Alnus glutinosa (alder) increase. Tooley 
(1978) has recorded horizons of this age at 
Downholland Moss 11, but with less deciduous tree 
pollen and with pine and hazel still dominant. Again, 
vegetation patterns seem to have differed between the 
sand and till areas. Pine/hazel dominahce was retained 
in this period at Hoscar Moss (Cundill 1981), also upon 
sand. 

Mid Flandrian. c. 7000 - c. 5000 BP 

This period is characterised by the establishment and 
dominance of the mixed oak forest trees. Its beginning 
is defined by an increase in alder pollen to very high 
frequencies. The reduction in value of all non-tree 
pollen types at Red Moss suggests that this forest was 
very dense. On the Shirdley Hill Sand sites mentioned 
above, however, a more open, mixed woodland existed. 
These edaphic differences were perhaps compounded by 
the effects of early human activity. 

Although many 'alder-rise' dates are of the 7000 BP 
mark, Smith and Pilcher (1973) have shown that it was 
not a synchronous event, some variation occurring in 
this part of Britain. Although dates at upland sites in 
the Pennines are rather later than this, Chambers and 
Price (1985) have recorded a very early rise of alder at 
a site in north Wales dated to 8595 ± 95 BP 
(CAR-643). Local, mainly edaphic, conditions may have 
been the controlling factors in the timing of the alder 

rise at each site. Until such variation is proved within 
Merseyside, however, a general date of 7000 BP may 
be assumed for this feature. Oak and alder are the most 
important trees, followed by elm, lime and hazel 
Fraxinus excelsior (ash) and Fagus sylvatica (beech) 
occur late in the period. Although some vegetation 
records come to an end during this period, such as 
Moss Lake, Liverpool, several peat centres expanded 
or began to form, so that the actual quantity of data 
available increases. The main evidence comes from the 
Knowsley and Sefton areas, with the Mersey valley 
mosses and sites on the north Wirral coast providing 
comparative data (Birks 1964, 1965b, Innes 1984). 
Later Flandrian. c. 5000 BP onwards. 

The beginning of this period is defined by a fall in elm 
pollen frequencies to low values, which do not recover. 
At Red Moss this is dated to 5010 ± 80 BP (Q-912). 
This accords well with the timing, around 5000 BP, of 
this event in other parts of northern Europe. Research 
is showing that the elm decline is les~ synchronous than 
previously believed, with dates available which lie 
several centuries either side of the mean. Whilst local 
factors are clearly important as a source of variation, a 
recent elm decline date, from Park Road, Meals, of 
5120 ± 50 BP (SRR-2929) (Innes unpublished) 
suggests that the Red Moss date remains a reliable 
guide for the area. 

Although the pollen evidence shows that the region 
was still well wooded in the early part of the later 
Flandrian (Flandrian III), the primary forest trees of 
elm and lime had largely been replaced by secondary 
woodland types such as ash and birch. Alder and oak 
were most common in the damper lowland areas, as 
around Martin Mere (Tooley 1985b) or in south Sefton 
(Innes 1982), and formed fen woodland around wetland 
areas. Upon drier areas a more open oak woodland 
existed with differences in its lesser constituents. Hazel, 
for example, was dominant in this role on sand areas 
(Innes and Tomlinson unpub.) while ash and flex 
aquifolium (holly) were also locally important (Innes 
1984). Carpinus betulus (hornbeam) entered the 
woodland late in the period at several sites. Some pine 
and Calluna vulgaris (heather) associations seem to 
have existed in the sand dune areas. 

Although the Later Flandrian forest appears to have 
been increasingly opened up by human activity, edaphic 
factors also caused local differences to occur. For 
whatever reason, over a wide area of the region 
regeneration of woodland was decreasing. Vegetation 
was instead changing either to mire in many places or 
to a heath or scrub, dominated by heather, bracken, 
birch or hazel. The Later Flandrian III vegetation 
changes are, however, so closely connected with man's 
activities - agriculture, plantation and the introduction 
of new taxa - that their discussion is more appropriate 
in the following section. 
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ECTION 2: POLLEN EVIDENCE OF HUMAN 
ACTMTY FROM PEAT DEPOSITS 

Changes in the vegetation, soils and drainage of past 
landscapes may often be interpreted as the results of 
human activity, which became increasingly intensive 
during the prehistoric period, as agricultural systems 
developed. Although the scale of this landscape 
alteration caused by man has been greatest in the most 
recent past, there is much evidence that man was 
responsible for initiating environmental change from 
the time of the earliest postglacial settlement of the 
region (Howard-Davis et al. 1988) 

The influence of early man on the vegetation can be 
recognised on pollen diagrams from Merseyside in the 
form of changes in the type and proportion of trees, 
shrubs and herbs contributing to the pollen record. 
These may be interpreted as reflecting actual changes 
in the vegetation cover due to disturbance of the 
environment, such as replacement of woodland by 
grassland or heath. In some cases the recognition of 
diagnostic pollen types, such as cereals, demonstrates 
that woodland was cleared for cultivation. 

Where pollen grains of cultivated plants are absent, it 
is not possible to demonstrate a causal link between 
human activity and vegetation disturbance. Natural 
disturbance could have been the cause of some of the 
forest opening noted on Merseyside pollen diagrams. 
The scale and character of the evidence are, however, 
such that a human origin is thought to be the cause 
for most of the disturbance events recognised on the 
pollen diagrams, except, perhaps, in the earliest periods. 

There are several reasons why pollen evidence in 
isolation cannot be interpreted reliably in cultural terms 
(Edwards 1979). These are mainly the absence of a 
comprehensive radiocarbon dating programme, although 
there are a few dates and some more to come, and a 
secure stratification of cultural material with most of the 
pollen phases. In this paper, therefore, we review the 
pollen evidence from Merseyside using the chronological 
Flandrian subdivisions of West (1970) and Hibbert et al. 
(1971), thus avoiding direct cultural inferences, except 
where possible. Figure 1 shows the location of all the 
pollen sites sampled for the survey and other sites 
mentioned in the text. The radiocarbon dates are shown 
although the detailed interpretation of these dates will 
be dealt with elsewhere (Innes and Tomlinson in prep.). 

Late Devensian and Early Flandrian 
c. 14,000 - c. 7000 BP. 

There is no evidence from the late glacial (Devensian) 
or early postglacial (Flandrian) that man was involved 
in the disturbance of the herb/shrub tundra or 
successional boreal woodland communities which 
characterise these two early periods respectively. Since 
both vegetation types were relatively open and 

productive, it may be that deliberate disturbance of the 
vegetation would not have been particularly necessary 
for the hunter-gatherer bands, presumably few in 
number, who may have been exploiting the region's 
resources at that time. 

Evidence that the lowlands of northwest England were 
occupied during the Late Devensian comes from 
Poulton-le-Fylde (Hallam et al. 1973) to the north of 
Merseyside, where the activities of early hunters at the 
beginning of the Windermere Interstadial, or in a 
preceding, short 'late glacial interstadial' (Jacobi et al. 
1986), are shown by barbed points and an elk skeleton. 
A radiocarbon date of 12,200 ± 160 BP (ST-3832) was 
given for the skeleton, but this date has subsequently 
been questioned (Jacobi et al. 1986). It is very likely 
that similar hunting activity occurred within the 
Merseyside region itself, but the impact, if any, of such 
people upon the environment remains to be 
demonstrated. 

An example of the type of evidence of the 
environmental impact caused by these early hunters 
using fire comes from Holland. Layers of charcoal 
associated with flint artefacts were found from an 
Allerod (cf. Windermere Interstadial) context (Van der 
Hammen 1953). Such evidence has not been found in 
Merseyside in the earliest Flandrian (c. 10,000-8500 
BP). It may be that sites are buried by later sediments 
or now lie beneath the Irish sea, having been inundated 
by the sea level rise. 

In the latter half of Flandrian I (c. 8500 - c. 7000 BP), 
there is some evidence from areas adjacent to 
Merseyside of the effect of fire in disrupting woodland 
communities. In the south Pennines, at Broomhead 
Moor V, pollen fluctuations consistent with the removal 
of hazel dominated woodland and its replacement by 
heathland after a phase of ruderal herb expansion were 
reported by Radley et al. (1974). Mesolithic flints were 
present, as well as a layer of charcoal which suggests 
fire was the cause of the vegetation change. This 
disturbance is dated to 8570 ::t 110 BP (Q-800). In a 
situation closer to Merseyside, Tooley (1978) has 
recorded at the Starr Hills, Lytham, a phase in which 
birch and pine were replaced by regeneration herb and 
shrub species. Again a great deal of charcoal was 
present. The phase is dated to 8390 ::t 105 BP (Hv 
4343). Whether or not it was used by human 
communities, it seems likely that fire was present as an 
ecological force within the early postglacial woodlands 
of Merseyside and that sites analogous to the two cited 
above remain to be discovered. Pollen fluctuation in late 
Flandrian I at Holiday Moss reported by Baxter and 
Taylor (unpub.) may represent such activity. 

Mid Flandrian c. 7000 - c. 5000 BP. 

During the mixed deciduous woodland phase of the mid 
Flandrian, evidence of vegetation disturbance becomes 
available from within Merseyside. It may be that the 
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establishment of dense, close canopied forest during the 
period itself prompted the foraging communities of the 
later Mesolithic, which are generally correlated with this 
period, to create clearings as an aid to hunting, using 
fire as the mechanism for change (Mellars 1976). Many 
phases of fire-induced clearance are recorded from the 
Pennine uplands to the east of the study area during 
this period (Simmons and Innes 1985). 

In Merseyside, a number of examples occur at, or just 
after, the transition between Flandrian I and II (c. 7000 
BP) as though the increase in alder and denser forest 
had been a stimulus to clearance. Cundill (1981, 1984) 
has recorded a charcoal layer of this date associated 
with pollen evidence of clearance from Hoscar Moss. 
Similar charcoal and pollen evidence have been 
described from Simonswood Moss (Innes and Tomlinson 
1983a), while at Blackmoor, near Mawdesley, a large 
early Flandrian II charcoal layer is stratified in a bog 
adjacent to a Mesolithic flint site (Barnes pers. comm.). 

Pollen evidence of disturbed habitats within the mid 
F1andrian II forest is present at Sniggery Wood and 
Flea Moss Wood, Sefton (Innes 1982), from Squibb's, 
Moreton (Kenna 1978) and from Knowsley Park Moss 
(Innes unpub.). Tooley (1985a) has reported charcoal 
from several Flandrian II levels at Downholland Moss 
16, one of which is radiocarbon dated to 6210 :± 100 
BP (Hv 8650). later Flandrian II pollen fluctuations 
reported by Baxter and Taylor (unpub.) may also 
represent disturbance. If such activity were as 
widespread in Merseyside as it appears to have been, 
then the evidence of unstable soil environments 
reported by Godwin (1959) at Moss Lake, Liverpool 
and by Tooley (1978) at Firswood Road may also be 
attributable to a similar cause; that is to disturbance 
by late Mesolithic hunting groups. The weight of 
evidence described above points to disturbance of 
woodland, often by fire, being a significant factor in 
mid Flandrian vegetation history. Natural ignition of 
very humid, moist deciduous woodland seems unlikely, 
especially since many examples are associated with 
wetland fringe environments, where fire would not 
easily be carried naturally. A human agency for the 
disturbance seems very likely. 

An intriguing recent development of this theme has 
been the identification of pollen of cereal type by 
Tooley (1985b) at Martin Mere and by Innes (unpub.) 
at Flea Moss Wood and Bidston Moss, both in contexts 
now shown to be Flandrian II. It appears that very early 
cultivation was being practiced in Merseyside before c. 
5000 BP, presumably by early Neolithic settlers or, less 
likely, as a development of advanced Mesolithic foragers 
(Simmons and Innes 1987). In effect, cultural labels of 
this kind may well be inappropriate in this context. It 
may be enough to say that the environmental evidence 
hints at the Merseyside region having supported 
populations practising an economy with a food 
production element at a very early stage of prehistory. 
Although in the nearby southern Pennines, Williams 
(1985) has dated a similar early cereal phase to 5820 :± 

95 BP (Q-2394), any temporal or social correlations 
between the two areas must remain conjectural. 

Late F1andrian after 5000 BP. 

Although the fall in elm pollen values which defines 
the beginning of the later F1andrian (F1andrian III) is 
long thought to have been a consequence of the 
activities of early farmers (Iversen 1941), climate, soils 
and disease may also have been responsible. In 
Merseyside the elm decline has been recognised at 
several sites and in most cases it is accompanied by 
weed pollen and other pollen fluctuations which point 
to forest clearance having taken place. At Red Moss 
(Hibbert et al. 1971) this event is dated to 5010 :± 80 
BP (Q-912) and is coincident with the first record of 
Plantago /anceolata (ribwort plantain) held to be a 
secure indicator of forest clearance. Similar features 
may be seen on pollen diagrams from Downholland 
Moss (Tooley 1978), Knowsley Park Moss and 
Simonswood Moss (Innes unpub.), while at Hoscar 
Moss (Cundill 1984) the elm decline is accompanied by 
a thick charcoal layer. Pollen diagrams from the Mersey 
valley at Chat Moss (Birks 1964) and Holcroft Moss 
(Birks 1965b) also display evidence of forest clearance 
at the elm decline. Although low overall elm pollen 
values on Shirdley Hill Sand sites such as Flea Moss 
Wood and Sniggery Wood (Innes 1982) make 
recognition of the elm decline difficult, levels which 
must be of that date or only slightly later do show 
evidence of quite intensive forest clearance. 

Forest opening seems to have had a greater impact 
upon the Shirdley Hill Sand area than upon the till 
plain. A naturally more open woodland may have 
existed upon the Sand on soils of a type more attractive 
for exploitation. This conforms with the evidence of the 
previous Flandrian II period, where clearance activity 
seems to have been concentrated in the sandy areas. 
While weed pollen evidence of woodland opening is 
present at several sites, cereal evidence is lacking. The 
reason for this may be simply that a solely pastoralist 
way of life, perhaps involving the free herding of 
animals in the woodland, had been adopted. The more 
likely explanation is that the large raised moss pollen 
sampling sites are unsuitable for registering pollen 
evidence of small scale cultivation. In any event, it may 
be assumed that cereals were still grown in suitable 
locations and these will appear in future pollen 
evidence. The sandstone outcrop areas of the region 
may have been attractive in this respect. It would 
appear that human activity was widespread at this time 
which can, with reasonable security, be attributed to 
early farming by Neolithic societies. 

At the sites where an elm decline is registered, 
clearance activity only a little way above this marker 
horizon in the pollen diagram, may be assumed still to 
be within the Neolithic period. Flandrian III clearances 
well above the elm decline, or in diagrams which begin 
in Flandrian III itself, may not, however, be assigned 
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any particular cultural group. The relationship of uch 
pollen data to Bronze Age or later cultures cannot be 
attempted unless radiocarbon dating is available or the 
data are associated with archaeological remains. 
Unfortunately no clear pollen horizon exists later than 
the elm decline which may be used as a relative dating 
benchmark on a regional basis. 

At many sites in the Merseyside region, particularly 
those with long raised moss profiles, a sequence of 
several clearance phases may be recognised in mid and 
late Flandrian III. This successive application and 
withdrawal of human pressure upon the environment 
may be illustrated by the data from Parr Moss, a raised 
bog which lies on the till plain east of St Helens (Innes 
and Tomlinson 1981, 1983b). Early Flandrian III 
woodland was cleared twice. Not only oak and alder, 
but also elm and lime, pollen frequencies were reduced. 
Although Pteridium aquilinum (bracken) and several 
other weed types increase their pollen representation, 
as substantial areas of open ground were created, 
presumably for mixed farming, conclusive evidence of 
cultivation is absent. 

This pattern of clearance, followed by regeneration, is 
extended into later Flandrian III, with clearance 
becoming increasingly more intensive and regeneration 
correspondingly less successful. These phases near the 
top of the profile contain evidence of more explicit 
cultivation plants, such as Cannabis type (hemp or 
hops) and weeds like Artemisia. 

Finally, the top of the diagram records a most intensive 
period of human activity, as cereals are recorded, 
together with Cannabis type and the cornfield weeds 
Matricaria (mayweed) and Centaurea cyanus 
(cornflower). 

Similar evidence of increasingly severe clearances with 
indications of arable agriculture, is available from most 
Merseyside pollen sites. Considerable clearance for 
cereal cultivation is recorded at Birks' sites at Chat 
Moss and Holcroft Moss (Birks 1964, 1965b), as well 
as Holland Moss and Hoscar Moss (Cundill 1981), 
Downholland Moss 15 (Tooley 1978) and Simonswood 
Moss (Innes and Tomlinson unpub.), which are upon 
Shirdley Hill Sand. Chat Moss has radiocarbon dates 
for a major clearance phase; these are 3070 ± 150 BP 
and 2645 ± 100 BP, which puts this phase in the 
Bronze Age (Godwin and Switsur 1966). 

A similar, although truncated, sequence occurs at 
Bids ton Moss, on Wirral (Innes and Tomlinson unpub. ). 
Most instructive in this respect, however, may be a long 
pollen diagram from K.nowsley Park Moss (Innes 
unpub.) for which provisional radiocarbon datings have 
been received. This suggests that the period between 
c. 4,000 and c. 2500 BP was one of intensive land use 
in the region. The period from c. 1,700 BP onwards 
also seems to have been one of agricultural activity, this 
time including the cultivation of cereals and widespread 
deforestation of the landscape. Further radiocarbon 

dating of this key pollen site is awaited before these 
early conclusions may be confirmed. 

While the interpretation of the variety of Flandrian Ill 
clearance evidence must remain tentative at present, it 
may be said that quite clearly humans were engaged in 
manipulating the vegetation to their own advantage 
with increasing severity from Neolithic times onwards. 
Acidification and erosion of the soils may well have 
been a further effect of the prehistoric clearance. The 
pollen evidence, therefore, suggests considerable human 
activity in Merseyside in prehistoric times. 

The majority of the peat deposits in Merseyside appear 
to have been truncated so that later periods of 
prehistory and the historic periods are not represented. 
Recent results from the radiocarbon dates have 
confirmed this (Innes in prep.). Evidently this is the 
result of ero~ion and peat cutting for fuel and other 
purposes. Pollen evidence from archaeological 
excavations may help towards filling this gap as well as 
providing environmental evidence directly related to 
cultural periods, where pollen results from natural 
deposits cannot. Examples of pollen studies of this type 
are described in the next section. 

SECTION 3: ENVIRONMENTAL EVIDENCE 
FROM EXCAVATIONS 

Where deposits from archaeological sites contain 
suitably preserved organic material, much information 
may be gained, both on the kinds of vegetation 
growing on and around the site, as well as the nature 
of the deposits themselves. There may also be details 
of plant materials which have been used or processed 
on site and human, or animal, foods which have been 
consumed. Deposits which have revealed such a range 
of evidence in this region in recent years have mainly 
been buried soils and waterlogged material in moats, 
ditches and cesspits. 

Environmental research has not been confined to 
botanical, macrofossil and pollen, material. Evidence of 
land use, environmental conditions and human health 
and diet comes from beetles, freshwater and marine 
molluscs, ostracods and human parasite eggs as well as 
the more usual bird, fish and mammal bones. 

Pollen analysis from buried soils and sediments. 

There are a few examples from the Merseyside region 
where pollen analyses of buried soils or turves have 
provided information on the land use and vegetation 
around the sites. At Winwick Bronze Age barrow, for 
example, pollen analysis of the turves which had been 
used to construct the barrow suggested that an open, 
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grazed landscape surrounded the site (Tomlinson 1990). 
At Bromborough Court House, examination of a 
sequence of buried organic soils underlying a metre 
thick layer of dumped soil, gave evidence of the 
vegetation of the area in the past (Innes and Tomlinson 
1978). This was mainly a woodland succession which, as 
it was not possible to date this deposit, is difficult to 
interpret and impossible to integrate with the 
archaeology. This is often a problem with Merseyside 
pollen evidence as there is a lack of well dated deposits 
to use as a basis for the vegetation history. 

Layers of natural peat are often found in Merseyside 
underlying very recent urban development. At 
Warrington Road, Prescot, for example, the peat had 
been severely truncated by levelling for the contruction 
of the stables and outbuildings of a 19th century inn 
and possibly by earlier post-medieval ploughing 
(Tomlinson and Innes 1989). The profile nevertheless 
showed a series of phases of clearance for agriculture, 
the latest of which has proved to be Neolithic in date. 
Given the proximity of the profile to medieval Prescot, 
this is one of the few instances from the region which 
might have provided an association between pollen data 
and later human occupation. As at Prescot, such buried 
peats do not necessarily provide information which is 
directly relevant to specific excavations, but their study, 
together with other unconsolidated natural deposits, 
such as the Shirdley Hill Sand, is important as it allows 
broad, environmental developments to be compared 
with a known cultural sequence. As with most of the 
peat deposits in this area, although the profile at 
Prescot showed part of the postglacial vegetation 
history, this was greatly truncated by the construction 
mentioned above and probably also by earlier peat 
digging for fuel. 

The few occasions on which pollen data have been 
derived from archaeological sites, or from very close to 
them, contrast strongly with the richness of Merseyside 
in terms of potential sites. The large areas of mossland 
and buried peats on the north Wirral shore and beneath 
the coastal dunes from Altmouth to Southport, as 
described in Section 1, above, are outstanding examples. 
Clearly there is a need for an archaeological excavation 
and fieldwork policy directed towards the recovery of 
artefactual material in association with one or other of 
these rich natural deposits. The site at Meols, where 
both Romano-British and medieval occupation horizons 
of some complexity (Hume 1863) appear to be 
associated with submerged, waterlogged land surfaces, 
is archaeologically highly enigmatic and should be ideal 
for environmental investigation. Other possible sites 
might be the margins of late glacial lakes, such as may 
underlie King's Moss Rainford, which may well have 
been attractive to prehistoric peoples and are now 
surrounded by extensive peat deposits. 

In addition to providing information about the general 
wider environment, pollen evidence may give specific 
information about the use or cultivation of particular 
plants on a site. Analysis of an organic layer within the 

cloister at Norton Priory, for example, showed a very 
high number of Artemisia sp. grains (Macphail and 
Keeley 1978). It was suggested that these might be 
wormwood (Artemesia absinthemum) which could, 
perhaps, have been grown in the cloister for its 
medicinal properties. This type of result is potentially 
very interesting, especially if it can be related to 
documentary records of species used medicinally or to 
lists of species planted, for example, in monastic 
gardens. Once again, for this type of information to be 
forthcoming, policy decisions about the types of sites 
selected for excavation must be made with these 
questions in mind The results of pollen analysis from 
archaeological sites need very careful interpretation. It 
is important to strive for integrated dating and phasing 
with the pollen profiles. A sampling strategy is 
necessary and care needs to be taken in choosing 
samples which will provide useful archaeological 
information as well as the general development of the 
vegetation. A palynologist is, therefore, needed both in 
the selection and planning stages of excavations. 

Cesspits 

One of the earliest detailed botanical analyses of a 
cesspit was carried out on material from Goldsmith 
House, Goss Street, Chester (Wilson 1975). A very 
large number of crushed corncockle (Agrostemma 
githago) seeds were found which were thought to have 
been consumed, either for their medicinal properties or 
as an accidental contaminant in the food. Since then 
many medieval cesspits have been found to contain 
faecal material with fragments of corncockle seeds and, 
although there is plenty of documentary evidence for its 
use in medicine, as there is for many other species, it 
is not now thought likely to be anything other than 
contamination of the food, probably bread, made from 
cereal grain. Corncockle was a serious cornfield weed 
because it has large seeds which are not easily removed 
from the grain crop and when a contaminant in flour 
it could have hallucinogenic and other poisoning effects. 

The wooden-lined Roman 'plank tank' from St Anne's 
Lane, Nantwich was initially thought to be related to 
salt working (McNeil and Roberts 1987). Analysis of 
the organic material at its base, however, showed it to 
contain a high proportion of cereal 'bran' fragments, 
from the part of the grain known as the periderm, and 
a variety of seeds and fruitstones including fig (Ficus 
carica), opium poppy (Papaver somnifernm), coriander 
(Coriandrnm sativum) and dill (Anethum graveolens) 
(Tomlinson 1987). All of these plant remains are typical 
of Roman cesspits in Britain. In addition, it proved 
possible to identify tiny fragments of plant epidermis 
(the outer 'skin') which were contained in the organic 
material, as belonging to the onion family, probably 
including leek (A/lium porrum) (Tomlinson 1991). There 
were also very high numbers of human intestinal 
parasite eggs (ova) which confirms the botanical 
evidence indicating this to be faecal material (see 
below). The result of all this environmental data in this 
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case was the interpretation of the archaeological deposit 
as faecal material. It was not po sible to prove, 
although it seems very likely, that the original function 
of this wooden lined pit was as a latrine. 

Rubbish pits and cesspits are not always easy to 
interpret. There may be some indications of faecal 
material, but if the preservation is poor, only the 
resistant seeds, fruitstones and fish bones will have 
survived. Sometimes the plant remains are preserved 
by mineralisation rather than waterlogging and only 
certain types survive. Seeds like blackberry (Rubus 
fruticosus agg.) and elderberry (Sambucus nigra) are 
sometimes the only ones which are preserved. The 
Saxon pit from Bridge Street, Chester, for example, 
contained bran fragments, intestinal parasite ova and 
many small fish bones, including vertebrae, some of 
which were obviously chewed, and doubtless constituted 
the remains of poorly preserved faecal material 
(Tomlinson unpub.). Only a few plant taxa were found 
including blackberries (Rubus fruticosus), fathen 
(Chenopodium album) and nipplewort (Lapsana 
communis). Blackberries are likely to have been 
consumed and there is some evidence that fathen was 
eaten, but not necessarily the seeds. Nipplewort seeds 
would more certainly have come from weeds growing 
nearby rather than being an element of the faecal 
material. The interpretation of this pit as showing that 
the diet was only fish, cereals, blackberries, and possibly, 
fathen might be misleading, as the majority of the seeds 
may have disappeared. 

Intestinal parasites 

The Lindow Bog Man provided a great deal of 
excitement and valuable information on a variety of 
environmental aspects (Stead and Turner 1985, Stead 
et al. 1986), only one of which will be mentioned here. 
His gut contained the eggs of two species of human 
intestinal parasite, as well as the the remnants of his 
last meal, which mainly consisted of cereal fragments, 
some of which were charred. The two parasite species 
are whipworm (Trichuris trichiura) and maw worm 
(Ascaris sp.). Both species are frequently found in 
ancient faecal material and were found, for example, in 
two of the cesspits mentioned above. The sample from 
the gut of Lindow Man was particularly useful for 
comparing the eggs found inside a human gut with 
those found in medieval cesspits and floors. It has been 
suggested (Jones 1985) that most people would have 
had a few of these worms in their intestines during most 
of their lives but would not have been affected by them 
noticeably unless the infection became severe, in which 
case the symptoms would have been extremely 
unpleasant. The presence of these worms, whose life 
cycle requires transmission by faecal contamination, 
indicates the living conditions of the people concerned. 
Their presence, in pits and other deposits, provides a 
useful identification tool for faecal material, especially 
if other faecal indicators have not been preserved. 

Charred grain 

There is potential information to be obtained on crop 
species and cereal cultivation from plant materials which 
may have been preserved by charring on dry, as well as 
waterlogged, sites. Studies of the weeds associated with 
the cereal grains often provide information on crop 
processing, agricultural practices and perhaps the origin 
of imported crops. Some work has been done in the 
northwest of England but there are still many 
unanswered questions. For example, which crop species 
were grown and what husbandry practices were used at 
different times in the past? Charred deposits, from 
Roman excavations in London, York and elsewhere, 
show that spelt wheat (Triticum spelta), a 'glume' wheat, 
was the main wheat species at that time. This has 
implications as to the agricultural practices, both in 
terms of cultivation and preparation of the wheat. 
Spelt is not a free-threshing wheat like bread wheat 
(Triticum aestivum), and therefore, in order to release 
the grain, it requires special processing. Semi-charring 
or 'parching' the grain is one of the techniques thought 
to have been used. 

A single sample of carbonised material from the 3rd 
century excavation at Wilderspool contained a large 
quantity of chaff fragments, 'tail' grain and weed seeds 
(Hillman unpub. ). The 'tail' grains are the very small 
cereals from the tip and base of the ear which will pass 
though a fine mesh when the grain is sieved to remove 
the fine chaff. This material would have been the by
product from the final fine sieving stage in the 
traditional processing of glume wheats which can still 
be found in use today in a few parts of the world (see 
Hillman 1984, Fig. 3, p 5). The cereal grains were a 
minority component consisting of a mixture of spelt 
wheat and rye (Seca/e cereale). This mixture may 
represent the crops growing together in the same field 
or the processing debris of two crops being mixed, or, 
more likely, shows that the rye was present as a weed 
in the wheat crop. 

No general conclusions about the plant economy in 
Roman Wilderspool can be drawn from this single 
sample. In order to gain such information it will be 
necessary to obtain charred assemblages from a wide 
range of sites and periods. This can only be done by 
carrying out routine sampling and site sieving 
programmes. 

Moats and ditches 

Bewsey Old Hall and Speke Hall have both been 
analysed for environmental information from 
waterlogged deposits in moats and related ditches. 
These have provided a variety of types of biological 
material for study, including seeds, vegetative plant 
remains (such as leaves and stems), freshwater molluscs, 
diatoms, pollen and beetles and have shown the 
potential of these well preserved contexts. At Speke 



Environmental archaeology 15 

Hall the sequence of insect remains showed the aquatic 
nature of the lower fills and the gradual infilling of the 
moat (Kenward and Tomlinson forthooming). The upper 
samples contained terrestrial beetles and indications of 
human disturbance. At the top there were suggestions 
of a substantial environmental change, perhaps burial 
by dumped material or flooding. There were many dung 
beetles, indicating that the area may have been grazed 
after its terrestrializ.ation. The presence of caddis fly 
larval cases and certain species of diatom in the lower 
levels suggested open, relatively clean water while the 
plant remains in the higher levels of the profile showed 
that the moat was surrounded by fairly open, disturbed 
ground. 

At Bewsey the infilling deposits provided information on 
the variety of trees, shrubs and other plants growing 
around the moat, although there was very little directly 
archaeological data (Tomlinson and Innes forthcoming). 
The pollen analysis gave some indications of the land 
use in a wider area around the site as well as high 
peaks of pollen of, for example, ash trees (Fraxinus 
excelsior) and nettles (Urtica sp.), no doubt growing 
beside the moat. 

This kind of information only gives a broad 
environmental view and perhaps is not always directly 
relevant to the archaeology. A fairly swift survey of 
these deposits is recommended in order to assess the 
potential before spending time on more detailed 
analyses (Greig 1986). Further problems, making 
interpretation of the deposits difficult, are that they 
would probably have been regularly cleaned out and the 
rate of the infilling would be unknown. The fills are 
probably mostly from the phase of disuse and 
abandonment. 

Wooden artefacts and dendrochronology 

A large variety of wooden structures has been recovered 
or observed from the region. Some examples of these 
include the wooden 'boats' found in Martin Mere and 
at Warrington; part of a wooden bridge observed in 
Wallasey docks thought to be Roman but undated, 
although obviously of some antiquity; waterfront 
revetting timbers excavated in 1977 at South Castle 
Street Liverpool; part of a timber bridge over the moat 
at Twiss Green, Warrington excavated in 1980; the 
bases of timber posts for a large 12th century hall at 
Norton Priory excavated in 1975 and awaiting 
dendrochronological study; and most of a c. 12th 
century timber bridge from excavations at West Derby 
Castle, the constructional details of which have been 
republished recently (Droop and Larkin 1928, Rigold 
1975). 

One of the main local excavations which has provided 
a large quantity of waterlogged wood is the salt working 
site at Wood Street, Nantwich (McNeil 1983). Although 
none of the wooden artefacts is identified to species, 
which would have been of interest to researchers of 

woodland history, management and use, the timbers 
recovered did provide useful sequences of annual rings 
which helped to consolidate the established north 
western chronologies. The Crown car park excavations 
in Castle Street, Nantwich provided timbers for the 
Nantwich master chronology which now runs from AD 
901 to 1170 (McNeil unpub. interim report). 

The Roman dating of the plank tank at St Anne's 
Lane, Nantwich (McNeil and Roberts 1987), on the 
basis of pottery evidence, was clearly confirmed by the 
dendrochronological analyses carried out by Nottingham 
University Tree Ring Dating Laboratory which gave a 
date of AD 112. The precision of this date, which is 
actually that for the felling of the tree rather than for 
the construction of the tank, was made possible by the 
presence of the sapwood on the timbers and by the 
reasonably long sequence of rings to match with existing 
chronologies. The tree had been felled when it was at 
the end of its maximum growth period (ie in the spring 
when larger water conducting vessels grow). 

Research into the tree ring chronology of the north 
west has been carried out at Liverpool Polytechnic 
(Hughes and Leggett 1983, Leggett et al. 1978, Leggett 
1980) using standard dendrochronological techniques. 
This entailed the collection of tree ring data from many 
bog oaks and large timbers from dated buildings in the 
region. There is a need for continuation of the 
dendrochronology work which started in Liverpool 
Polytechnic as there is no one working there at present. 
It is possible to send material to one of the other 
laboratories in the country but surveying for potential 
timbers and their sampling needs a local specialist. 

Archaeozoology 

Archaeozoology covers not only the study of bones from 
archaeological sites but also such groups as molluscs, 
insects, parasites, diatoms, fly puparia, marine and 
freshwater animals some of which have already been 
mentioned. Most of the recent work in Merseyside has 
concentrated on animal and bird bone studies because 
most archaeological sites produce bone assemblages 
even if no other environmental material is preserved. 

A skeleton of a young sheep was found in the 12th 
century foundations of Birkenhead Priory which was 
thought to be a foundation sacrifice burial (Irwin and 
McMillan 1969). It is on display at the Priory. 

The excavations at Castle Street, Liverpool, gave an 
example of the huge variety of material that can be 
found on urban excavations. Information on human diet 
came from the domestic cattle and sheep bones and 
edible sea shells (McMillan 1985). Details of butchery 
practices and the pathology of the animals, such as 
abnormalities of growth and congenital defects, were 
found. A variety of scavenging animals and birds which 
lived around the town, feeding on refuse were also 
discovered (Fisher 1985). 
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At Bewsey Old Hall the kitchen midden material 
provided information on the variety of the diet in the 
period, which included red deer, goose, chicken, 
woodcock, mallard, teal and cod as well as the usual 
cattle, sheep and pig. Domestic animals such as dog 
and horse also occurred. Two inventories relating to 
Bewsey Old Hall of 16th and l 7th century date provide 
useful, additional, contemporaneous information 
including lists and prices of all the livestock (Roberts 
1986). 

Other reports on assemblages from excavations in the 
region have not yet been published and are often not 
much more than a list of species with notes on butchery 
and pathology (viz. Tanners Farm moated site; Prescot 
excavations; Speke Hall and Lower Bridge Street, 
Chester). It is important that this type of detailed 
information is collected from many sites so that overall 
results can be produced on changes in husbandry 
practices, animal breeds, diet and butchery techniques 
through time. The recovery of bones of smaller and 
rarer species, which are unlikely to be recovered by 
hand collection, can be greatly improved if bulk sieving 
is carried out on site. By processing large quantities of 
soil, and by sampling in a clearly defined way, more 
accurate and statistically useful results can be produced. 

Conclusions 

Merseyside has the potential for a wide range of 
environmental archaeology. There is a variety of types 
of site, some have good waterlogged preservation. An 
integrated strategy for environmental archaeology is, 
however, lacking. Excavation sites need to be selected 
not just for their archaeology but also for their 
environmental potential. It is becoming increasingly 
necessary to correlate the large amount of pollen data 
collected over the last ten years with the archaeological 
record. One way of doing this would be to find an 
archaeological site closely associated to, or within, a 
peat deposit, such as the site at Storrs Moss (Powell et 
al. 1971) so that environmental dating techniques could 
be directly correlated with the cultural layers. Detailed 
field survey is required in order to locate any such 
potential sites, which could well be threatened by 
drainage, agriculture or urban development. 

Sampling strategies for environmental analysis are 
required from the early planning stages of excavations. 
Features such as pits, moats, wells and assemblages 
such as waterlogged wood or charred cereals need 
careful sampling preferably with the advice of the 
relevant specialist. With all of these aspects it is always 
best to take samples if in doubt, so that a decision can 
be made at a later date on whether, and how, to 
analyse the material. In some cases on-site sieving may 
be useful in order to process large quantities of material 
for environmental data collection and also for finds 
recovery (Jones 1983). 

Adequate reference collections are essential for the 

analysis of each type of biological material. It is not 
always possible for individual archaeology units to carry 
out this specialist work themselves. A broad knowledge 
of the potential of the excavated material is necessary, 
however, so that the relevant specialist can be 
contacted. 

Publication of environmental work needs to be well 
integrated with the archaeological report, rather than 
published separately on its own in an environmental 
journal, or just attached as an appendix to the 
archaeology. This requires an effort from the 
environmentalist as well as the archaeologist, 
particularly because the report should not be written in 
a too obscure scientific way. This also means that the 
aims of the environmental research need to be clearly 
sorted out by liason between all parties, preferably from 
the planning stages of the excavation. 
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THE PREHISTORY OF MERSEYSIDE 

R.W. Cowell 

INTRODUCTION 

In 1978, before the creation of professional 
archaeological units in the county, knowledge of the 
prehistory of Merseyside rested on a few well known 
sites, largely recorded in the 19th century, and a 
number of stray finds resulting from chance discoveries 
over the last hundred years or so. Ten years on 
improvement in our understanding of the period bas 
resulted from a coherent plan of research, formulated 
in response to specific questions about the nature and 
location of settlement in the area. 

In 1978 much of the pre-existing archaeological evidence 
for the whole of the prehistoric period suffered from 
being fragmentary and difficult to understand. Although 
important advances have been made, the data base is 
still weak and compares badly with many areas to the 
south and east. How far this may reflect the real nature 
of settlement in this area and how far it is a symptom 
of a history of limited research is explored later. 

In relative terms, however, this research has resulted in 
an enlargement of the overall data base, improving 
knowledge about general settlement distributions and 
chronological developments. An associated programme 
of sampling for palaeoenvironmental evidence from 
organic deposits, particularly peat bogs (Innes and 
Tomlinson this vol.), has also set some of this 
artefactual evidence in an environmental context and 
suggested further areas of field research in geographic 
areas that have as yet little or no archaeological 
evidence. Specific sites have also been selectively studied 
in greater detail by surface investigation and excavation 
to improve understanding about cultural, functional, 
chronological and technological aspects of the observed 
settlement pattern. 

The Merseyside Sites and Monuments Record has 
provided a focus for the continued recording of the 
steady number of chance discoveries reported from the 
area (Cowell in prep. a). The overall survey programme 
has largely been the responsibility of the Liverpool 
Museum through the Archaeological Survey department 
and has included programmes of landscape and 
palaeoenvironmental survey. 

The main element of the landscape survey has been 
associated with a long term programme of fieldwalking, 
supplemented recently by a programme of aerial 
photographic survey. The fieldwalking, which will not 
be completed for some time yet, has produced much 
of the new evidence in the form of surface lithic 
material. A detailed treatment of this work is planned 
on completion of the fieldwork, but as the evidence 

from it is one of the most significant advances in our 
understanding, the interim results of that work have 
been included in this paper. These interim statements 
are not supported by quantified data which will be 
included in a future report (Cowell in prep. b). 

An area slightly larger than the county of Merseyside 
has formed the basis for study (see Fig. 1), using the 
more obvious natural features as approximate 
boundaries, although it should be recognised that this 
is more for convenience than as a statement of likely 
prehistoric territories or socio-economic units, which 
may have to be looked for on a larger, regional scale. 
In fact with a few exceptions, the regional evidence is 
little better understood, and is here briefly set out to 
place the local material in context. Discussion of it is 
however largely left to a more complete synthesis 
elsewhere (Cowell in prep. d). 

In many ways the traditional 'Three Age' classification 
places restrictions on the archaeological evidence that 
does not totally fit with the technological and economic 
changes that are recognisable throughout the prehistoric 
period. This means that there may be continuity or 
overlap across the culturally defined boundaries of the 
old classification system. In addition, the lack of a 
recognisable chronological and technological framework 
for the northwest, from excavated and independently 
dated sites, means that the rate of cultural, economic 
and technological developments, which may occasionally 
have acted independently of each other, cannot 
necessarily be assumed to be synchronous with other 
regions. In the absence of such a framework, parallels 
have had to be drawn with sites outside the region. It 
is recognised that this framework may not necessarily 
equate with this region and much future work is to be 
directed to testing these assumptions. 

For the purposes of this paper the traditional system 
has been retained to provide a recognisable framework 
for those not overly familiar with the material. It must 
be stressed, however, that the period heading terms are 
used solely in a chronological sense, based on the broad 
national pattern. Where economic, technological and 
occasionally chronological definitions of the periods 
differ from this broad pattern the implications are 
treated in more detail in the text. 

THE PAIAEOLITHIC 

The period of cultural development that took place 
during the major episodes of glaciation have left no 
trace in the county. The earliest evidence in the region, 
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of about 200,000 years ago is focused on a cave site in 
north Wales (Green 1986). The bulk of the evidence 
for this early period, however, can only really be 
expected from around the southern margins of the 
maximum glaciation, that is, southern and southeastern 
England (Morrison 1980). The existence of open sites 
prior to the last full glaciation, before c. 16,000 BC, 
therefore appears less likely in this area, as the action 
of the ice in laying down the Pleistocene deposit that 
cover much of Merseyside and the northwest lowlands 
may have been too severe to allow for their survival. 

Evidence of activity during the final stages of the last 
ice age, in cultural terms the later upper palaeolithic, 
is a little more widespread nationally, but confined to 
north Lancashire and north Wales in this region. Here 
cave sites are known in the southern Lake District 
(Wood et al. 1969), as well as lowland evidence from 
Poulton-le-Fylde, where the bones of an elk were found 
with barbed spear points in a former kettlehole on what 
is now the coastal plain (Hallam et al. 1973). This is 
associated with radiocarbon dates centering on c. 10,000 
BC (Jacobi et al. 1986). 

The evidence from Poulton-le-Fylde provides important 
evidence of man's hunting activity at this time on the 
western side of the Pennines, which might therefore be 
expected to be repeated elsewhere in the region. The 
scope for finding this evidence is much restricted, 
however, as a good deal of the former territory then 
available for hunting and settlement is now lost under 
the Irish Sea (see below), although other open lowland 
sites may now lie under the post-glacial sands and peats 
that are prevalent in the north of the county (Innes and 
Tomlinson this vol.). 

THE MESOLITHIC 

Background 

The context of the hunting tradition, glimpsed at 
Poulton and continuing across the British Isles for the 
next six millennia of the Mesolithic period, can perhaps 
be seen more clearly in ethnographic studies, which 
provide models against which the more frequent 
archaeological evidence of this succeeding period can 
be tested. 

These suggest that hunter gatherer groups exist within 
an annual cycle of mobile exploitation of both plant 
and wild animal resources (see eg Mellars 1976b), with 
a range of specialist sites distributed across territories 
of varying sizes (eg Simmons 1975). Clark (1972), in 
his reassessment of the excavation of his Mesolithic site 
at Starr Carr, Yorkshire, noted the complementary 
nature of the location and function of that lowland, 
home base site, used in the winter months and the 

small, upland, probably summer, camps in the Pennines 
and postulated seasonal movement from lowland to 
upland based on the bunting of red deer. The 
interpretation of the seasonal and functional aspects of 
Starr Carr has since been modified (most recently, 
Legge and Rowley-Conwy 1988) but the general model 
is still in essence of relevance. 

This model was applied to the archaeological record on 
the basis of a study of a number of flint assemblages 
from excavated sites (Mellars 1976a). By looking at the 
proportions of the various kinds of flint tools and the 
area across which they were spread, he identified three 
types of functionally different sites, which could be 
explained by seasonal factors. His type I sites are small, 
well defined, microlith dominated and generally above 
305m and are interpreted as being summer hunting 
camps for small groups. Type II sites are larger, of 
uniform artefact density, with balanced flint assemblages 
of microliths and scrapers and are found in river valleys, 
coastal areas and in some upland areas and are 
suggested as being the winter camps of larger groups. 
The relatively rare type m sites, represented by 
extensive scatters of material containing localised 
concentrations and dominated by scraper assemblages, 
are interpreted as autumn camps, specialising in 
skinworking. Details of this model have been criticised 
(Myers 1987), but it still forms the basis for much of 
the analysis of Mesolithic settlement patterns. 

In general, in the northern uplands, the vegetation 
cover was developing during the earlier Flandrian period 
(pollen zones iv and v), largely contemporary with the 
early Mesolithic, from an open birch-pine forest through 
various stages to the establishment and dominance of 
a mixed deciduous woodland phase at the beginning of 
Flandrian II, c. 5500 BC (Simmons 1975, 59). Local 
pollen diagrams confirm the quite open pine and birch 
scrubland landscape noted for the uplands in Flandrian 
I (Innes and Tomlinson this vol.). 

The divisions of the Flandrian are also mirrored in 
those of the Mesolithic artefactual record, which is 
divided typologically into an early and later phase. From 
about 7500 BC (from the late 9th millennium BC in 
southern England) to about 6500 BC, early Mesolithic 
assemblages are based on a range of barbed bone 
points, wood and skinworking flint tools, axes and 
microliths (projectile points) of a distinctive type, 
particularly the larger obliquely blunted points, with 
larger 'isosceles' triangles and rods being of lesser 
importance (Mellars 1974). After c. 6800 BC or c. 6500 
BC in north Wales (Jacobi 1980, 146) the obliquely 
blunted points become rarer and the microliths take on 
different, particularly geometric, characteristics with 
narrow 'rods' also common. A further change from 
about 5000 BC is also noticeable with a trend towards 
micro triangles and short convex backed points (Jacobi 
1987, 164), with a lack of bone points and flint axes. 
There are also functional differences in settlements with 
the majority of the type I camps mainly belonging to 
this later period (Myers 1987). 
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THE EARLY MESOLITHIC - c. 8500-6500 BC 

Local evidence 

The palynological evidence in the county provides no 
indication of man's impact on the landscape for this 
period. Of all the sites sampled only the peat from 
Knowsley Park shows evidence of having formed before 
the Atlantic period and the pollen diagram here shows 
only the expected vegetational succession for the early 
Flandrian of pine, birch and hazel woodland which is 
paralleled in other upland and lowland areas at this 
time. 

These environmental conditions were contemporary 
with a much lower sea level, suggested as being 
approximately -20m OD in the late 8th millennium BC 
(Tooley 1974) producing a hunting and foraging 
territory that would have stretched about 15-20krn 
further west than the present coastline of Merseyside 
(Tooley 1985, 94). Sea level gradually rose during the 
7th millennium until it lay at c. -9m OD around 6500 
BC (Tooley 1974). Seismic survey of the seabed north 
northwest of Dove Point, Meals, Wirral, indicates that 
the early post-glacial boulder clay surface lies at -12m 
OD at a distance of c. 3.5krn (Kenna 1978, 28). 

In Merseyside little archaeological evidence existed for 
this period until quite recently. At New Brighton, a few 
microliths are illustrated as coming from a 'Neolithic 
chipping floor' (Roeder 1900). There is no independent 
dating for this material but the illustrations show a 
couple of obliquely blunted points, the dominant form 
of the earliest assemblages. An early date is not certain 
as these types can also appear as isolated types in late 
assemblages, or as larger components in 'mixed' late 
assemblages, which although mainly found in southern 
and eastern England (Mellars 1974, 90) are known from 
one excavated site further north, at Prestatyn, north 
Wales (Clark 1938). 

The fieldwalking programme in the county has advanced 
this meagre evidence quite dramatically. There is 
evidence from two and possibly four flint scatters that 
sites of this date are present in the county. Two certain 
sites, both on Wirral, have been subjected to more 
detailed research. 

At Greasby, where there are at least seven individual 
foci, one area has been subjected to partial excavation 
(Cowell in prep. c). This produced a number of pits, 
some of which are unambiguous man-made features, a 
number being almost 0.5m deep, as well as small post 
and stake holes and a possible hearth, spread over an 
area about 11 x 9m. Nearly all the pits contained 
flintwork while some also produced small quantities of 
carbonised hazelnut shells (Cory/us avellana). The pit 
fills also suggest that the site as a whole was reused 
several times during this period. A not yet completely 
excavated rectangular area of concentrated stone 
pebbles resembling paving in places, spread over an 

area of about 30 sq m, is still being investigated to see 
if it had been deliberately laid. If it is part of a 
structure, it probably relates to a later phase of the 
Mesolithic occupation on the site. 

The excavated material is still being processed, but has 
so far produced about twenty obliquely blunted points 
in black and grey chert, with no sign yet of any 
geometric, late Mesolithic influence. This would suggest 
that the occupation represented by the chert artefacts, 
which is almost the only type of raw material found in 
the pits, should date from a few centuries before 7000 
BC to c. 6500 BC. There are no good indications yet 
of typological affinities for the second type of material, 
which is a bluey grey chert, except for the broken tips 
of a few microliths which are difficult to classify. This 
material is, however, the dominant raw material from 
the topsoil and layers immediately below, and this 
vertical separation of two distinct types of raw material 
on the site argues for two distinct main occupation 
phases before the end of the Mesolithic. 

Work on the flint assemblage has hardly begun, but of 
the four thousand or so pieces of flint larger than 2mm 
seen so far, only an extremely low proportion are 
microliths. There are far more cores than this and a 
number of other tool types that suggest the assemblage 
will fall into the balanced type that is so typical of this 
period (Myers 1987), and indicating perhaps a balance 
of activities associated with hunting and processing of 
resources. These types of sites are generally held to be 
longer stay camps usually occupied during the autumn 
and or winter months, although Starr Carr which has 
formed the major example of this model is perhaps 
now better explained as a late spring/summer camp 
(Jacobi 1978; Simmons et al. 1981; Legge and 
Rowley-Conwy 1988). Unfortunately it is doubtful that 
Greasby will be able to add anything significant relating 
to seasonality as there is no environmental evidence yet 
from the site other than the carbonised hazelnut shells. 

A second site, at Thurstaston, Wirral, which probably 
includes at least three different foci, has not been 
subjected to the same amount of research, but detailed 
fieldwalking has produced a very similar assemblage to 
that at Greasby, with obliquely blunted points in grey 
and black chert, cores, scrapers, retouched flakes and 
blades in the same range of raw material types. The 
main difference is that this site covers a larger area and 
has a greater density of material on the surface (Cowell 
in prep. c). 

The other two sites are less securely of this date. About 
a mile from the Greasby sites, at Irby, Wirral, a small 
concentration of black and grey chert waste material, 
although not typologically distinct, has been included in 
this period on the strength of the raw material type. 
The fourth at Simonswood, Knowsley, is even more 
nebulous than this latter site, as it is represented only 
by a few blade flakes of grey flint. The most distinctive 
piece is a large blade whose only parallel so far in the 
area comes from the Greasby chert assemblage. Much 

.. 
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work remains to be done to provide a chronological 
framework for changes in raw material exploitation 
across the region. If this grey material is being brought 
into the area by man, then the early Mesolithic might 
seem the most likely period for this to have happened. 
In the absence of the necessary research it is possible 
that the grey flint at Simonswood is related to other 
types of grey flint found in the boulder clay elsewhere 
in the county, which do appear to be glacial pebbles. 

Regional Evidence 

There are only two other lowland sites of this period 
known from northwest England. One of these, at 
Radcliffe, Greater Manchester, is represented only by 
a few flint flakes on the site of a probable Bronze Age 
structure (Spencer 1953). At Tatton, Cheshire however 
an early flint assemblage spread over an area slightly 
smaller than at Greasby, c. 9 x 6m, with a similar 
balanced tool assemblage accompanies a large hollow, 
which may however be natural (T. cane pers. comm.). 

There are also two possible intermediate sites from 
more elevated areas. One is represented by possible 
microliths, less than clearly illustrated, from a surface 
scatter at Alderley Edge, Cheshire (Varley and Jackson 
1940, 20; Longley 1987, 39), the second and more likely 
site is represented by illustrated flints from Frodsham, 
which show six obliquely blunted points as well as 
truncated blades and a scraper (Varley 1964, 23, Table 
5). This evidence compares badly with that for the 
uplands proper, where there are over a hundred sites 
of this period known on the Pennines (Jacobi 1978b). 

In north Wales sites of this period are known at 
Rhuddlan and at Aberffraw in Anglesey. The Rhuddlan 
site has radiocarbon dates of c. 6500 BC, which 
although a little late compared with the Pennine sites, 
does have a typologically early Mesolithic assemblage 
formed largely from chert (Clark 1938; Jacobi 1980). 
Aberffraw also has a date of c. 6800 BC with a similar 
though less completely published flint assemblage 
(White 1978; Jacobi 1980). At neither of these sites 
however was there any coherent settlement evidence. 

Palynological evidence is scarce for this period in the 
lowlands although episodes of manipulation of the 
woodland cover may be visible at Little Haweswater in 
the southern Lake District probably during the eighth 
millennium BC (J. Innes pers. comm.). 

Discussion 

In regional terms there has long been an imbalance in 
the evidence for the early Mesolithic between the 
lowland areas east of the Pennines and those to the 
west, with the latter showing an almost complete 
absence of settlement. The research in Merseyside has 
now shown that this in unlikely to be a true reflection 
of the differences between the two areas. Within 

Merseyside, however, our understanding of this period 
is confined to Wirral 

Many of the peat deposits in Merseyside appear not to 
have commenced growth until Flandrian II, with the 
onset of the Atlantic period (Innes and Tomlinson this 
vol.). This later commencement in peat growth over 
much of the county has therefore potentially masked 
any earlier sites and undoubtedly many former sites now 
lie under the Irish Sea as a consequence of sea level 
rises (see page 26). For the area east of the Mersey 
particularly, the lack of sites may thus be partly 
explained by these post-depositional environmental 
changes. Another explanation may be that within some 
of the sites found by fieldwalking in this area (see page 
27) there lies an unrecognised early Mesolithic element. 

There are early-type microliths at Ditton (see page 27), 
but these are too few to assign an early Mesolithic date 
to the occupation. This must await radiocarbon dating 
before being more certainly ascribed, although a phase 
of occupation later in the Mesolithic does seem the 
more likely. The single blade from Simonswood must 
also remain intriguing rather than informative for the 
moment. 

To the west of the river, however, the evidence is better 
than anywhere else in northwestern England, although 
not, as yet, in a well digested form. A complete 
assessment of the date and function of the known sites 
must await more detailed analysis, and the implications 
within the regional context will be better treated in the 
excavation report. For this paper though a few general 
points arising out of the present superficial 
understanding of the sites may provide pointers of 
significance to the eventual conclusions for settlement 
of this period in the region. 

The chronology for these sites has to rely for the 
moment on areas outside the region. The Welsh 
assemblages which appear typologically close, would 
suggest occupation at or earlier than the mid 7th 
millennium BC (Jacobi 1980, 146). If the Wirral sites 
are to be viewed as part of the Pennine cycle of mobile 
exploitation, then present evidence suggests they should 
be earlier than c. 6800 BC (Jacobi 1978b, 296). 

Much work needs to be done to understand the 
significance of these sites in terms of function and social 
organisation. The large number of pits at the Greasby 
site indicates that it was not of a transitory nature in 
the early phase, and suggest a degree of settlement 
stability. The similarity of the Greasby flint assemblage 
to that of the surface assemblage at Thurstaston, 
implies that the latter was a similar type of site, 
although it may be that there is a higher proportion of 
implements at Thurstaston. Whether the Greasby sites 
represent single dwelling units or a larger settlement 
complex is unclear at present, and is complicated by the 
fact that the sites had a number of occupations. 

Both lowland and upland sites in the central Pennines 
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and to the east are dominated by the balanced 
assemblage type for this period, with high proportions 
of scrapers for variou processing activities. These 
assemblages tend to be associated with the larger and 
presumably more intensively settled camps, which 
probably reflect the more passive, 'intercept' hunting 
strategies possible during the early part of the period 
(Myers 1987). 

The Wirral sites, although now within 5-7km (3-4 miles) 
from the north Wirral coast, would, if they prove to be 
early 7th millennium BC or before, probably have been 
inland sites at that time (Tooley 1974, 33), deriving 
most of their resources from dryland habitats. Dates 
towards the middle of the 7th millennium would suggest 
a coastline less than about 3km (c. 2 miles) to the 
northwest of the present coast, at least in the Hoylake 
area (Kenna 1978, 28), making Greasby about 8km (5 
miles) from the shore at that time. If a mean of these 
two extremes were taken as a working date for the site, 
it would seem that west Wirral would probably have 
been highly accessible to the present north Welsh coast, 
without the tidal river Dee providing the same obstacle 
to travelling on foot. One attraction would have been 
the upland slopes which can be presumed to have 
carried large deer populations during the summer, as 
well as providing ready sources of raw materials. 

The lithic assemblages at both Wirral sites are 
dominated by the occurrence of chert, which the 
fieldwalking so far suggests is extremely rare in the drift 
geology in Wirral. The nearest outcrop is at Gronant 
near Holywell, the presumed source for the late 
Mesolithic Rhuddlan site (see page 28) (Manley and 
Healey 1982). There is a strong possibility therefore 
that the north Welsh coast formed part of the seasonal 
territory of groups using Wirral. 

Chert outcrops are known in the Pennines but do not 
appear to have been exploited systematically until later 
in the Mesolithic (Jacobi 1978b). Early sites in the 
Pennines used instead a white flint which accounted for 
about 80-99% of the raw materials at these sites, and 
is thought to have come from Lincolnshire (Jacobi 
1978b, 307). A creamy white flint forms one element of 
the stratigraphically earliest pits at Greasby and a 'white 
flint' is an element of the raw material found at Tatton 
(T. Cane pers. comm.). Recent work on the Greasby 
assemblage does suggest the possibility that the white 
'flint' is in fact a chert, which may also have outcropped 
in north Wales (C. Longworth, forthcoming) More 
detailed work therefore remains to be done on sourcing 
the various types of raw material from the sites for the 
important reason that patterns of movement might be 
identified that will aid interpretation of economic and 
social organisation. Sites such as Rhuddlan continued to 
use chert into the late Mesolithic (Manley and Healey 
1982), although there is no firm evidence yet that the 
Wirral sites continued to do so (but see page 23). 

THE I.ATER MESOLITHIC - c. 6800-3450 BC 

Background 

Gradual encroachment of the land by rising sea levels 
continued during the later 7th millennium BC, with a 
very rapid rise to c. -2.0m OD during the mid 6th 
millennium BC (Tooley 1974, 33). The onset of the 
Atlantic period, at c. 5000 BC, led to further sea 
encroachment, one phase of which reached 7km inland 
in west Lancashire (Innes and Tomlinson this vol.). By 
the beginning of the 4th millennium BC sea level was 
+2.0m OD in west Lancashire (Tooley 1974, 34). On 
Wirral, tidal flat conditions are recorded after c. 4500 
BC, succeeded by saltmarsh and fen carr in peat along 
the present beach at Meals (Kenna 1986, 13). A pollen 
sample from Sniggery Wood, north of Crosby, Sefton, 
provides evidence that estuarine conditions prevailed in 
the vicinity, at a point in time 200mm above the onset 
of peat which is dated c. 3820 BC (Innes and 
Tomlinson in prep.). 

The coastal changes accompanied changes in the 
vegetation of the area with the gradual expansion of 
mixed deciduous woodland during the 6th millennium be 
at the expense of the earlier pine and hazel dominated 
woodland. During the Atlantic period, after c. 5000 BC, 
a generally quite dense oak, alder and elm woodland 
became dominant in response to the increase in 
temperature and rainfall (Innes and Tomlinson this 
vol..). 

Outside the county the mixed deciduous woodland of 
the Atlantic period is suggested as being found up to 
altitudes of about 350m (Simmons 1975, 60). At many 
of the Pennine sites (Jacobi et al. 1976; see page 28) 
and sites in the North York Moors (Spratt and 
Simmons 1976) the appearance of charcoal, sometimes 
recurrently at the same site, associated with a fall in 
the pollen of woodland species and a rise in hazel and 
herbaceous pollen has been interpreted as man's 
response to this phenomena. Mellars (1976b) outlines 
the substantial benefits of firing the woodland, leading 
to increasing human mobility within the forested areas 
and an increase in the quantity and quality of the 
browse available for the woodland fauna, which would 
in turn improve the game populations to the benefit 
of the hunting communities. 

Local evidence 

Locally the fluctuations in sea level and increased 
rainfall led to the formation of lakes, swamps and bogs 
during this period (Innes and Tomlinson this vol.). 
During the 6th millennium be freshwater environments 
were succeeded by reedswamp and fen conditions on 
Wirral at Bidston Moss (c. 5430 BC) with similar 
environments at Dove Point, Meals (c. 5060 BC) and 
possibly on the eastern side of the Mersey at Flea Moss 
Wood, with a date of c. 5300 BC. A similar succession 
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during the 5th millennium BC is noted at Simonswood 
Moss, Knowsley (c. 4150 BC). A little to the south at 
Knowsley Park these reedswamp and fen conditions bad 
by this date changed to acid raised bog with moss and 
scrub vegetation. The formation of these wetland 
environments continued into the 4th millennium, being 
recorded in present coastal locations on both sides of 
the river at Park Road, Meols (c. 3300 BC) and 
Sniggery Wood, Little Crosby, Sefton (c. 3820 BC) 
(Innes and Tomlinson in prep.). 

The pollen evidence from the peat sampling in the 
county indicates that limited, temporary disturbances to 
the forest cover appear to be present within the dryland 
vegetation of Merseyside as part of a general pattern 
across the lowlands. Two separate areas in the county 
show a similar palynological trend in locations where 
surface scatters of flint can most probably be dated to 
the Mesolithic. 

In the Shirdley Hill Sand/inland peat belt, two sites, at 
Simonswood and Knowsley, both in the hypothetical 
pollen catchment area of a number of known surface 
flint sites, have dated pollen profiles (Fig. 1). At the 
former site a disturbance episode is associated with a 
charcoal lens, dated c. 3500 BC. At the latter, two 
similar episodes, the earlier with evidence of burning, 
are located between c. 3800 BC and c. 3590 BC (Innes 
and Tomlinson in prep.). 

Surrounding areas do not show this as well but do 
suggest the possibility of similar phenomena, though 
without fire, during the period represented by the 
typologically late Mesolithic. These sites do not, 
however, so far have approximately contemporary 
archaeological evidence in their vicinity. Sniggery Wood 
shows possible small scale activity during the estuarine 
phase of landscape development in the area (Innes 
1982), after c. 3800 BC, while to the east similar 
occurrences may be represented at Holiday Moss prior 
to the commencement of the Atlantic period (Baxter 
and Taylor 1980). 

The second area is represented to the west of the 
Mersey, by north Wirral, at Bidston Moss, situated at 
the foot of the east Wirral ridge and looking out on to 
the north Wirral coast, where Mesolithic evidence is 
strongest (see below). The moss began forming c. 5430 
BC and reveals traces of four possible disturbances to 
the woodland cover in the area before c. 3890 BC, 
which are interpreted as being consistent with human 
agency (Innes and Tomlinson in prep.). Another 
episode in this area may be represented by fluctuations 
in the pollen record about this time at Squibb's Factory, 
Moreton (Kenna 1978). 

The pattern of archaeological evidence for this period 
bas come from both casual finds and from the survey 
programme. The casual finds are confined to Wirral 
and are best represented at the Little Eye, the smallest 
of the Hilbre islands (Fig. 1). Here a sea-eroding 
horizon bas produced a quantity of small chips and 

flakes, including a rod and a micro-triangle microlith 
(Cowell in prep. d). Microliths are also reported, but 
not independently verified, from the coastal forest at 
Dove Point, Meals, Wirral (Jackson 1936, 71) and from 
the Thurstaston ridge area (Wymer 1977). No 
microliths have been traced from the latter site but a 
truncated blade and a retouched blade from the hill top 
could be Mesolithic (Cowell in prep. d). 

The environmental evidence outlined above for the 
county, however, suggests wider activity ought to be 
expected during the 6th to 4th millennia BC and the 
evidence from the field walking programme may back 
this up. A subjectively 'site' defined settlement 
distribution for those areas fieldwalked, in keeping with 
the comments previously made (see page 21), has 
produced about twenty three sites in total so far 
(Cowell in prep. b). In the figures some small 
concentrations, in close proximity, have been 
amalgamated for the sake of clarity. 

One notable concentration of sites occurs on the light 
sandy soils in the north of Knowsley District, often 
adjacent to the peat. The blank area on the map to 
the west of these sites, which bas a similar topography, 
has yet to be surveyed. The other main location for 
sites lies on the northern and western sides of the 
Wirral ridge, with a lesser emphasis on the Mersey and 
its tributaries (Fig. 1). 

A common feature of most of these sites, particularly 
to the east of the Mersey, is the low total numbers of 
flints, which mainly comprise blades, blade-like 
fragments and smaller waste, in small discrete areas, 
albeit occasionally repeated over a larger area, eg 
Croxteth Park, Liverpool or Greasby, Wirral. There are 
no microliths in any of these assemblages, but the blade 
technology has been used to place them in the 
Mesolithic (although see page 28). 

To the east of the river most of the flint in these 
assemblages includes a strong component, sometimes 
exclusively so, of various shades of brown or honey 
coloured flint, small pebbles of which are often 
encountered in the boulder clay derived soils of the 
area and along river valleys, similar locations to those 
from which the local prehistoric communities must have 
obtained their flint. Two sites on the Shirdley Hill Sand 
at Knowsley and Kirkby are dominated by a milky white 
flint, which may result from cortication. To the west, on 
Wirral, a number of very small sites, sometimes with a 
blade element, are also dominated by this brown/honey 
flint, but more common are variations on the bluey grey 
type of flint as found in the later levels at the Greasby 
early Mesolithic site (see page 23). 

One of these surface sites, at Ditton in Knowsley, has 
been excavated and produced four microliths of late 
type from the topsoil, but not in direct association with 
the living area discovered. This was based around a 
natural hollow, with small pits and stake holes which 
produced small quantities of flint knapping debris over 
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an area of about 3 x 4m (Cowell in prep. b). The small 
flint assemblage was largely based on blades and smaller 
waste and included a large rod microlith from the main 
hollow, and a small oblique point from the topsoil 
approximately over the feature. 

Given the smallness of the sample, and until the 
radiocarbon dates are received, it is difficult to be 
certain of a date for the activity area, although it does 
seem likely to be Mesolithic and the pollen from the 
pits implies an Atlantic type vegetation (J. Innes pers. 
comm.). Conversely it perhaps ought not be ruled out 
for the moment, that by southern English analogy (Pitts 
and Jacobi 1979) the blade element may possibly 
represent an early Neolithic admixture. A small pit, 
several metres away from the main occupation area, 
produced three rims of as yet undiagnostic pottery that 
is almost certainly prehistoric and for which an 
associated radiocarbon date should be obtainable. 

Regional evidence 

Most sites for this late period in the northwest are 
known from the central Pennines (Barnes 1982), where 
they tend to cluster between about 380-420m. The small 
nature of the sites, often only about 15 sq m in area, 
with a heavy preponderance of microlithic points, are 
interpreted as hunting camps, after Mellars (1976a). 
The location of the upland flint sites, above 350m, 
implies that the alteration to the woodland was taking 
place largely at the upper margins of the tree cover 
where it could most easily be affected. 

The phenomenon of small woodland clearings, with no 
evidence for arable activity as seen in Merseyside, is 
also present across much of the lowlands of the 
northwest. Some, with radiocarbon dates, are adjacent 
to areas with cultural evidence and therefore appear to 
provide some human context for the observed 
environmental phenomena. These are concentrated in 
the west Cumbrian coastal plain, most notably at 
Eskmeals, where a number of late Mesolithic sites have 
been excavated (Bonsall 1981). At Williamson's Moss, 
timber platforms dated to c. 3500-3700 BC, and 
attributed by the excavator to the Mesolithic (Bonsall 
et al. 1986, 16), represent only one settlement within 
a densely settled area as witnessed by surface scatters 
of flint along the coastal strip (Cherry 1969; Cherry 
and Cherry 1973; 1984). At Monk Moors I a number 
of hearths with irregular arrangements of stake holes 
covering an area c. 7 x 3m are associated with dates 
between c. 5000-4500 BC (Bonsall 1981, 461). At all 
three sites microliths average about 80% of total 
worked tools. At Eskmeals small clearings noted in the 
pollen profiles are tentatively attributed to a date of c. 
3900 BC (Bonsall et al. 1986, 20-23). 

Most lowland areas of Lancashire and southern 
Cumbria also reveal similar palynological traits 
(Howard-Davis et al. 1988), although they are less well 
dated and have little direct archaeological association, 

but they do suggest the possibility that activity of this 
period may be more widespread in the western lowlands 
than previously thought. The archaeology of much of 
the lowland region is in fact fairly restricted outside 
west Cumbria and known mainly from surface scatters 
or from salvage excavations during developments. 
Enough is known to suggest settlement was present at 
a variety of topographical locations across the area, 
which may therefore strengthen anthropogenic 
interpretations for much of the palynological evidence. 

Those locations other than the already mentioned 
coasts, are represented by the major river valleys such 
as the Lune (Penney 1978a), Ribble (A Olivier pers. 
comm.; J. Hallam, pers. comm.) and from the Cheshire 
side of the Mersey (Longley 1987, 39). One site is 
known from the inland peat margins, in west Lancashire 
at Mawdsley (Wymer 1977), with another inland site at 
Ashton, Cheshire (Leach 1942). In north Wales, there 
is slightly better evidence, again from Rhuddlan 
(Messham et al. 1979/80; Manley and Healey 1982), 
Prestatyn (Clark 1938) and at Brenig, from where 
comes the only radiocarbon date for a micro triangle 
assemblage in this area centred on c. 5700 BC (Lynch 
1975, 30). 

Discussion 

As with the earlier period, the chronology for this phase 
relies on analogy with adjacent areas. The Pennine sites 
form the main guide to this area and suggest that the 
introduction of geometric industries was about 6800 BC 
(Mellars 1974). In Wales the earliest date for a late 
industry is that of Brenig of c. 5700 BC (Lynch 1975, 
30). In the nor.thwest lowlands only Eskmeals provides 
any chronological indicator for settlement at this time, 
with activity concentrating in the early part of the 4th 
millennium BC. Final dates for Mesolithic material in 
the region come from the Pennines, with Dunford 
Bridge providing the latest of c. 3430 BC (Switsur and 
Jacobi 1975), although Jacobi (1987) now casts doubt 
about the accuracy of these late dates, and suggests that 
the latest reliable date is c. 3800 BC. 

The conditions associated with the wetland areas, in 
the form of lakes, fens, swamps and scrubland, and with 
the major river valleys in the area, would, from the mid 
6th millennium BC, have provided attractive locations 
within the generally forested landscape for a hunting 
and collecting society, which seems to be borne out by 
the local evidence. 

Most sites attributed to the late Mesolithic in the 
county cannot, however, be unequivocally dated to this 
period, on account of the lack of diagnostic tools in 
most of the assemblages. The blade characteristics of 
these assemblages are usually taken as representing 
Mesolithic sites (Pitts and Jacobi 1979). The excavated 
site at Ditton suggests this may be correct, although 
even here radiocarbon dates are awaited to confirm the 
link between the occupation area and the diagnostic 
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Mesolithic flint types. Blade assemblages are also 
attributable to the early Neolithic in southern and 
eastern England (Pitts and Jacobi 1979). Until more 
sites of this type are excavated to provide dated 
typological references this must remain a slight 
possibility for some of the sites identified in the county. 

The late, unstratified microliths from Ditton suggest 
that the local boulder clay flint was being used as a 
source of raw material during this period and this has 
determined the attribution of the other sites to the later 
period until evidence to the contrary is provided. The 
reliance on local boulder clay flint, which is also 
apparent at three sites on Wirral, would be consistent 
with the pattern of raw material procurement becoming 
more localised in the late period as seen in the better 
documented areas east of the Pennines (Jacobi 1978, 
307). This disruption could have had some link to the 
environmental changes associated with increased tree 
cover and rising sea levels. 

There are, however, a number of difficulties with this 
argument, at the moment, in this area. There is no 
indication of the type of material being used east of 
the river in the early Mesolithic, nor has the bluey grey 
flint source on Wirral been shown to be local, nor even 
of the late Mesolithic. Thus the amount of further 
research needed is all too evident. 

Interpreting the size and social organisation of the 
Mesolithic communities from surface scatters poses 
problems, as general scatters of flint sometimes contain 
smaller concentrations. Sites at Croxteth Park or 
Greasby illustrate some of these problems in that they 
may represent a succession of occupations in the same 
area over a long period of time or they may be 
contemporary living units for larger groups spread over 
a large area. These considerations are separate from 
the uncertainty about the relationship between surface 
material and surviving beneath ground settlement 
evidence, all questions which are the subject of current 
research. Allowing for these reservations, an attempt 
can be made to interpret the surface material, based on 
general assumptions which are applied quite widely, in 
the light of present understanding of the Mesolithic. 

The nature and distribution of the material at these 
presumed late sites implies less intensively occupied 
sites than the earlier ones. The amount and nature of 
the material on them suggests they were not being used 
for large groups of people and that reasonably 
restricted activities were taking place there. This might 
suggest a different kind of response from the early 
period, requiring different kinds of hunting strategies 
within a changed environment. The great increase in 
their number and geographical distribution may also 
relate to this, as siting of camps perhaps became more 
dependant on a greater variety of seasonal resources 
including animal movements, which involved a wider 
range of environments. 

These sites may include any number of functionally 

distinct purposes (Binford 1983, 117; Simmons 1975, 
58), including small bivouacs or extraction camps 
associated with the kill, or butchering of prey, any of 
which may be the case with the Ditton site, while 
others, eg Croxteth Park or Greasby phase II, may 
represent temporary bases for larger groupings from 
where hunting expeditions departed. A feature of all of 
them is the lack of microliths, which may be due to 
unavoidable biases in the collecting procedure as the 
Ditton evidence might suggest (or possibly that some 
are in fact Neolithic). 

Several of the Cheshire surface sites do include a 
microlithic element (Longley 1987) and, as they tend 
on the whole to be what in local terms could be classed 
as relatively upland sites, they might have a functional 
difference from the camps north of the Mersey. The 
close juxtaposition of rivers, mosslands and coasts north 
of the river would, however, have made these areas 
attractive for a whole range of hunting, fishing and 
collecting activities, which is probably reflected in the 
nature and distribution of sites across most of the 
county. It might be expected, therefore, that more 
evidence of microlith dominated sites should be present. 

The usual model would suggest that neighbouring 
upland ought to be one part of the total area exploited, 
providing seasonally complementary resources to the 
lowland sites generally thought to be occupied in the 
winter. Other studies suggest that this model need not 
be the only one associated with hunter-gatherers and 
that sedentary groups could have existed in certain parts 
of Europe (Rowley-Conwy 1983), or that some areas 
may not have required tracts of upland as part of their 
annual territory. Bonsall (1981) suggests such a 
background for his sites at Eskmeals in Cumbria. The 
current evidence though for Merseyside is rather too 
little understood to aid proper interpretation, but at the 
moment suggests a much more fragmented system, 
which might imply an emphasis on mobile hunting 
strategies. 

Areas such as Merseyside ought also to be expected to 
provide the necessary conditions for those sites where 
late Mesolithic groups could come together in the 
winter in more 'permanent' sites or base camps, which 
would provide archaeological evidence more in keeping 
with that of the presently known early sites, although 
none have yet been found. The site at Mawdsley, west 
Lancashire, may fill this gap to some extent, as it has 
provided the largest group of microliths from the area, 
twenty-eight, but also included a number of scrapers 
from the site which may suggest a function similar to 
a base camp. Until publication of the site report though 
a more certain analysis must wait. 

The end of hunting and gathering as an economic 
proposition would probably not have occurred at an 
uniform rate and would have relied on a number of 
factors, though perhaps environmental constraints may 
have had a high priority. This process is discussed more 
fully in the sections below. 
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THE EARLIEST NEOLITHIC - c. 3800-3400 BC 

Background 

The term Neolithic represents a period when the 
economic basis rests to some degree on the production 
of food in the form of cultivated plants and 
domesticated animals. This change from earlier 
economic practice also heralds more complex social 
developments. The earliest chronological horizon for 
the onset of Neolithic culture in Britain is about 3400 
BC and is largely associated with the large public and 
'ritual' monuments such as the causewayed enclosures, 
long barrows and other mortuary sites, often associated 
with the first appearance of pottery and a lithic 
technology showing some development from that of the 
Mesolithic. The earlier dates in Europe for many similar 
aspects of the cultural record have led to a conclusion 
that in general the introduction of farming was due to 
immigrants from the continent. 

This horizon corresponds approximately to a phase 
recognised widely in the pollen record known as the 
'elm decline', where a reduction in elm pollen is 
evident, in conjunction with a general reduction of tree 
pollen, and contemporary with the introduction of weed 
pollen. This is often the first stage of a landnam, where 
the woodland clearance phase is followed by a period 
of farming with both arable and pastoral pollen 
indicators, followed by natural regeneration of the 
woodland cover, in which elm often played little part. 
In Britain as a whole the beginnings of the elm decline 
and subsequent landnams date to between c. 3300-3100 
BC (summarised in Simmons et al. 1981), about 
contemporary with the beginnings of the phase of 
monument building, and formerly held to provide a 
distinct horizon for the start of the Neolithic (Smith 
1974, 102). The exclusively anthropogenic cause of the 
elm decline is now increasingly disputed (eg Girling and 
Greig 1985). 

Nationally, where the two cultures occur in the same 
regions, the latest Mesolithic sites, with one 
questionable exception in Berkshire, show no overlap in 
date with the earliest Neolithic sites (Zvelebil and 
Rowley-Conwy 1986). This makes it difficult to identify 
the processes of change during the period when 
Neolithic immigrants entered areas occupied by native 
hunter gatherers. An explanation for this apparent lack 
of overlap between the two cultures has been suggested 
by Case (1969) who argues that practical problems of 
adaption for new groups in this country must have led 
in many areas to a period of pioneer Neolithic farming 
which culminated only after a long time in the building 
of public monuments and the increased impact on the 
landscape seen in the landnams after c. 3400 BC. 

This is reinforced by the site of Ballynagilly, Northern 
Ireland, where there are a small number of dates for 
arable cultivation in association with Neolithic material, 
which precede the typical landnam episodes at the 

elm-decline by over 500 years (ApSimon 1976). The 
lack of Neolithic cultural evidence for these earliest 
farmers in most other regions (see below) is explained 
by the fact that until they reached a fully established 
position within their new environment the physical 
hardships would have meant that they left little 
archaeological trace (Case 1969). 

This pioneer phase would in national terms overlap 
with the latest dates in the north for the Mesolithic 
(above page 28), implying a period of time when the 
two cultures could have been present in this area. A 
cautionary note has been introduced, however, by Jacobi 
(1987) who suggests the latest secure Mesolithic dates 
in the north ought to be regarded as being nearly 500 
years earlier than the figure of approximately 3400 BC, 
thus quite drastically reducing the length of time when 
potential overlap could have occurred. 

Local evidence 

As stated above, Neolithic cultural material and securely 
associated indicators of food production, do not exist 
in Britain for the first half of the 4th millennium BC 
(Smith 1974, 103). There is a small amount of Neolithic 
material that could potentially be of 4th millennium 
date in Merseyside but it has no independent 
chronological associations, while the national pattern 
would suggest it is unlikely that this material would be 
datable to the first half of the millennium in any case. 

The palynological survey undertaken in the county has, 
however, some relevance to this period, with the 
appearance of cereal pollen in dated pre-elm decline 
woodland disturbances (Fig. 1). At two sites, Flea Moss 
Wood, Little Crosby, in Sefton and Bidston Moss, 
Wirral the episodes both centre on about 3,900 BC 
(Innes and Tomlinson in prep.). This therefore 
theoretically means that 'Neolithic' farming may have 
been present in the region roughly contemporary with 
the earliest known Neolithic cultural evidence in the 
British Isles, from northern Ireland, and also with 
Mesolithic sites from the Pennines (Switsur and Jacobi 
1975). 

Regional evidence 

There are other regional occurrences of the pattern 
seen in Merseyside, although not so securely dated, 
where pollen diagrams show pre-elm decline clearings 
with evidence of cereals, in west Lancashire (Tooley 
1978) and in the southern Lake District (J. Taylor pers. 
comm.). These complement half a dozen other known 
occurrences for the same pattern elsewhere, mainly in 
western Britain (Edwards and Hirons 1984). 

Discussion 

In contrast to the late Mesolithic, there appears to be 
a widespread Jack of archaeological evidence for the 
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(not necessarily synchronous) introduction of Neolithic 
culture and farming into the region (below page 33). 
This lack of evidence means that the several possible 
lines of explanation of the processes underway during 
the first part of the 4th millennium BC must remain 
speculative until more evidence is forthcoming. 

The early introduction of cereals into the county and 
the region may, however, point to a Neolithic presence 
at the beginning of the 4th millennium BC here and, 
although there are no local Mesolithic sites with 
radiocarbon dates as late as this, the early to mid 4th 
millennium BC Mesolithic sites known from the 
Pennines imply that a period of overlap could be 
possible between the two cultures in the area. 

This phenomenon might be reflected in those locations 
where microliths and leaf arrowheads are found 
together, as occurs in the Pennines (Barnes 1982, 46) 
and as may be the case with the north Wirral sites (see 
page 33). It implies that the same areas were being 
used, at least for hunting purposes, and that some form 
of contact must have been made. The lack of a 
stratigraphic relationship on most of these sites however 
makes this interpretation difficult to sustain with any 
certainty, as there could be unrecognised interludes 
between separate occupations. 

A note of caution has been inserted by Zvelebil and 
Rowley-Conwy (1986) who warn against the use of 
cereals alone as an indication of pre-elm decline 
farming, due to potential problems such as 
contamination and misidentification. Kinnes (1988) also 
warns against acceptance of a model of small scale 
clearance and cultivation for the earliest Neolithic from 
interpolated cereal pollen evidence, given that the first 
actual evidence of cultivated cereals does not occur in 
archaeological contexts before the end of the 4th 
millennium BC. He also points out difficulties with the 
palynological evidence, resting on possible mis
identification of wild grass pollen grains as cereals and 
mis-interpretation of possible late glacial survivals as 
human disturbance indicator weeds associated with the 
'clearings'. 

There are a number of uncertainties, therefore, in an 
interpretation of the earliest Neolithic from paly
nological evidence alone. In Merseyside the evidence 
shows there is palynological evidence for actual rather 
than implied tree reduction, in that tree pollen does 
decline at a number of separate locations and that some 
pollen indicators of more open ground appear at the 
same time. In addition, at two sites where there is 
evidence of tree reduction, cultivated cereal grains may 
also be present. The lack of contemporary 
archaeological evidence, however, makes it questionable 
at the moment whether these clearings were caused by 
food producing groups with a Neolithic culture, and an 
anthropogenic cause is yet to be properly demonstrated. 

This obviously defines a number of pressing research 
problems. These can be expressed through a number 

of theoretical considerations which future work will aim 
to test. At the moment there would seem to be three 
possible alternative assumptions: that cereals were not 
in use before the late 4th millennium BC, when the 
first Neolithic cultural associations begin; that Neolithic 
farmers, ie immigrants defined solely by use of 
cultivated crops, were present in the area at the 
beginning of the 4th millennium BC (there is no 
evidence at all for domesticated animals in the area, nor 
nationally before the late 4th millennium BC); or that 
Mesolithic natives had access to some aspects of 
Neolithic culture, ie the means of food production. 

If any progress is to be made with regard to the first 
two assumptions, then a priority is to acquire a better 
range of dates for more late Mesolithic sites and to 
locate and date the earliest Neolithic settlements in the 
area (see below), crucially with fauna! and 
environmental associated evidence. We would then be 
in a better position to talk about the processes and 
chronology of change to a food producing economy 
which are implicit in these assumptions. At present this 
can only be attempted through the palynological 
evidence, which, as has been seen, has to be treated 
with care. However, for the purpose of building 
testable models, it might be accepted for the moment 
that a few cereal grains can be extrapolated to postulate 
a phase of pre-elm decline pioneer farming in the 
region. 

In the second assumption, therefore, early pioneer 
farming activities, if carried out by incomers, would 
probably have rested strongly on hunting as an essential 
supplement. This means that the effect on the 
environmental record of farming cultures during the 
early stages of contact with native groups would be very 
similar to that of the native Mesolithic groups. It 
follows therefore that the small temporary non-arable 
clearings of the 4th millennium BC noted in the county 
and across the region, could represent activity by either 
cultural group, with the clearings with cereals possibly 
representing another facet of the Neolithic response. 

This reliance on hunting by new farming communities 
might have been particularly strong in the Merseyside 
area, as new peats were forming during the 4th 
millennium BC in addition to pre-existing ones, placing 
restrictions on the widespread availability of arable land. 
The coastal environments, changing through time and 
space, would at times have compounded the scarcity of 
suitable arable land, although providing zones rich in 
natural resources for hunting and foraging. 

There may, however, be another interpretation for the 
palynological pattern which would explain better the 
lack of earlier 4th millennium BC Neolithic material in 
this region. This relates to assumption three, with 
Mesolithic groups in the area having access to some 
aspects of 'Neolithic' life, ie agriculture. In this case 
Bradley's model (1984b, 8), may be applicable. He 
suggests that farming could have been adopted in 
different places and at different times by coastal 
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Mesolithic groups engaging in long distance trade which 
lay outside the normal social contexts through which 
cultural traits were transmitted. In the local pollen 
diagrams therefore two elements of the same economy 
may indeed be represented by the two kinds of 
clearance during the early 4th millennium BC, but in 
this case associated with indigenous Mesolithic groups. 

T!le nature of the process of change may also have 
been influenced by the chronology of the changes, the 
necessary dates for which are also almost totally Jacking 
in the region. The only possible hint towards 
understanding this at the moment may lie in the 
established late 4th/early 3rd millennium BC Neolithic 
patterns in Cumbria and Wirral. These two areas have 
the strongest Neolithic cultural evidence in the region 
(suffering a little on Wirral with rather wide possible 
date associations for the material (see below)). together 
with contemporary dated clearance phases associated 
with cereals, a situation which contrasts with many areas 
further inland in the region. 

The apparent relative success in the immediate post
elm decline period in these two areas may have resulted 
from the nature of Mesolithic adaptions to the 
environment, which could have variably influenced and 
even delayed the introduction of Neolithic farming and 
cultural identity. For example the subsequent contrast 
in the intensity of post-elm decline clearings between 
west Cumbria and elsewhere in the region, where the 
palynological evidence is much slighter for clearings and 
farming (below page 38), may have some link with the 
nature of the Mesolithic adaption in the coastal area, 
where settlement may have involved a degree of 
sedentism (Bonsall 1981) and which could have 
therefore facilitated an early change to farming. 

This idea may be a little presumptuous though, as there 
are a number of possible objections to this view. The 
evidence for sedentism is not particularly strong yet and 
the coastal Cumbrian pattern lies in about the only 
intensively surveyed area in the north of the region, 
and so it is difficult to know how typical or otherwise 
this pattern may be within the context of lowland late 
Mesolithic settlement. 

Merseyside may in some respects be a better example, 
in that systematic survey has taken place across a 
number of topographical zones, with the intention of 
being better able to identify the patterns, rather than 
just the sites. Here there is a similar contrast in the 
post-elm decline situation, between the coastal areas of 
Wirral and their immediate hinterland, where 
archaeological and palynological evidence suggests 
relatively intense settlement, and areas to the east of 
the Mersey where both types of evidence show much 
slighter post-elm decline activity (see below). Mesolithic 
evidence is consistently found in this latter area, but 
there are hints that it may be different in nature from 
that on Wirral, although this may yet be a chronological 
distinction. 

This suggests a testable hypothesis, in that as the 
coastal areas of Merseyside appear to have supported 
the most intensive Neolithic farming communities, it is 
to these areas that we should look for the early 
establishment of farming practice, perhaps more likely 
to be acculturated natives, while inland areas in the 
county had Jess success in establishing farming 
communities, with Mesolithic economy perhaps lingering 
longer in these areas less conducive to early farming. 
The possibility therefore exists that native acculturation 
was not uniform across the region, and hunting, 
foraging and Mesolithic tool kits may have continued 
for an as yet unknown period in some areas. However, 
until there are dates to provide a basic chronology for 
the archaeology of the area, theories of the processes 
of change during this period must remain couched in 
such generalised speculation. 

EARLY NEOLITHIC - c. 3400-2700 BC 

The background to this period has already been 
outlined (see page 30) but is marked essentially by the 
first adoption of communal monuments, new cultural 
artefacts and environmental changes associated with the 
elm decline, marking in many areas significant changes 
in economic, cultural and social organisation, as sites 
and archaeological material become relatively more 
common. 

MIDDLE AND LATE NEOLITHIC c. 2700-2000 BC 

Background 

The earlier of these two phases of the Neolithic, apart 
from the development of existing pottery styles and the 
public and burial monuments (Smith 1974), may also 
be characterised by a so-called period of 'standstill' due 
to a supposedly distinct horizon of regenerated 
woodland which was cleared in the early Neolithic, and 
a lack of new contemporary clearances taking their 
place (Bradley 1978a). 

After the suggested 'standstill' of the middle Neolithic, 
there is evidence that clearance activity once more 
increases late in the millennium (Whittle 1978) and new 
sites become established, often represented by scatters 
of flintwork with scrapers the dominant type, possibly 
exploiting seasonal resources, in previously marginal 
areas such as coasts and uplands (Bradley and Hodder 
1979, 96-7). 

Nationally, many aspects of the late Neolithic 
archaeological record are difficult to separate from the 
pattern in the early Bronze Age, particularly when 
dealing with lithic material, so that a largely 
undifferentiated late Neolithic/early Bronze Age 
continuum is often evoked (eg Healy 1984). 
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Local evidence 

There is a reasonable amount of material that can be 
attributed to the Neolithic period locally, but little of it 
can at the moment be attributed any more closely. Of 
those sites found during fieldwalking in the county, most 
have been categorised as Mesolithic on the basis of the 
dominance of blades in flint scatters which by and large 
lack any other chronological determinant. Work in 
southern England has shown, however, that there can 
be very little difference in the shape of the waste 
material from flint knapping in both the late Mesolithic 
and the early Neolithic period (Pitts and Jacobi 1979). 
This development does not necessarily apply to this part 
of the country, but until more research is done on this 
particular aspect caution ought to be applied in 
asserting that all the identified sites of this type are 
Mesolithic. The two blade-dominated Merseyside sites 
of this type that have been recently excavated have both 
subsequently produced Mesolithic evidence (above pages 
23 and 27). 

It is generally accepted that flint technology changed 
during the later part of the period, with a move towards 
smaller, squatter waste flakes and included a number of 
new implement types (Healy 1984), although neither 
this change nor its chronological parameters have yet 
been verified by excavation for the northwest. 

Fieldwork bas produced only twelve concentrations of 
flint in the county not characterised by blades and which 
may therefore relate to a post-Mesolithic period (Fig. 
2). Eight are from Wirral; two from Thurstaston Hill 
are the product of casual finds, the others, in Greasby, 
Irby (three), Heswall, Poulton and possibly 
Bromborough, come from fieldwalking. To the east of 
the Mersey, sites are known from Hale, Newton, West 
Derby (from the excavation of a medieval settlement, 
Philpott in prep.) and Croft (Cheshire). 

Three of the Wirral sites and two east of the Mersey 
are totally undiagnostic and have therefore been shown 
on all maps. Of these, four largely comprise 
honey-<:aloured boulder clay flint assemblages, similar 
to the raw material from the blade-type Mesolithic 
attributed sites from east of the river, while the other, 
at Newton, has a mixture of grey, bluey grey and brown 
coloured flint. 

The seven other sites contain implements, all including 
at least one scraper and or knife, except for 
Tburstaston Hill which includes a barbed and tanged 
arrowhead. Allowing for the poor understanding of the 
chronology of such small flint assemblages, perhaps the 
most likely date for these sites ought to be in the late 
Neolithic/early Bronze Age period (Figs 2 and 4). The 
Irby and West Derby raw material is largely honey 
coloured boulder clay flint, while the Hale and 
Thurstaston Hill sites are preponderantly of translucent 
grey flint, including the barbed and tanged arrowhead 
as well as retouched flakes at the latter, although the 
exact relationship between all the flint from this 

location is not known. 

Much of the pre-existing artefactual evidence in the 
county also suffers from difficulties of attribution to any 
of the main divisions of the period. Most of the 
evidence was recorded over 80 years ago and little of 
this material bas survived, while the identification and 
archaic terminology of the flintwork may be misleading 
if trying to date this material too closely. However a 
few basic illustrations of some of the material do survive 
to act as a rough guide, and some of it can be 
reasonably attributed to the Neolithic in general. In 
addition two artefacts in particular, the leaf shaped 
arrowhead and the stone axe, usually found singly and 
by chance, do occur reasonably consistently across the 
region (Figs 2 and 3) and can be dated to the Neolithic. 

The leaf shaped arrowhead bas three sub-types one of 
which, the ogival, along with the true leaf types is found 
consistently on early Neolithic sites but the latter group 
does continue through to the early Bronze Age of the 
2nd millennium BC. A third variety, the kite shaped 
sub-type appears to be mainly a late 3rd or early 2nd 
millennium BC type (Green 1984, 19). All the examples 
from Merseyside, with the exception of two broken ones 
from fieldwalking, are known only from illustrations, and 
although they are not kite types, only careful metrical 
analysis can distinguish the other two types in some 
cases. The local examples are therefore the best 
indication of early and middle Neolithic activity across 
the county, but it should be borne in mind that not all 
examples need necessarily be early. 

The distribution of these types of arrowheads is fairly 
sparse across the area (Fig. 2). They are found in small 
numbers on the present shore at Meals in the woodland 
layers of the peat beds (see below; Shone 1911, 30 and 
Fig. 4) and at Red Noses, New Brighton alongside a 
larger, varied flint assemblage (Roeder 1900). They are 
also known from either side of the Mersey and the 
northern slopes of the Cheshire ridge overlooking the 
river. 

The other flint artefactual evidence for settlement sites, 
which need not be early, is even less diagnostic on the 
whole, but reinforces the trend to the north coast of 
Wirral. A further concentration of material comes from 
Hoylake (Glenn 1914). At this site, and at New 
Brighton, the main classification of implements 
occurring comprise, 'scrapers, knives, borers, 
lanceheads'. There are also several imprecise references 
to similar assemblages particularly on 'the Eye' ie one 
of the islands by West Kirby (Smith 1873, 127), and 
more specifically Little Eye (Smith 1871, 127). This 
may suggest two more locations, although the Little 
Eye material may be being confused with the Mesolithic 
site already mentioned. 

At New Brighton, Meals and Hilbre it is difficult to 
know if these elements are contemporary with the 
arrowheads more diagnostic of the earlier Neolithic or 
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represent a separate phase of occupation. The least 
easily confused term within this material is 'scrapers', 
but their presence within these sites could suggest, in 
the absence of any chronologically determinant scraper 
morphology, except perhaps for those associated with 
Beaker assemblages (Healy 1984), that occupation of 
these sites could belong to any time from the earlier 
Bronze Age back to the Mesolithic. 

There is less evidence for the Red Rocks site at 
Hoylake having a link with the early Neolithic as most 
of the other terms used in the published report are 
ambiguous. It did however also include cores, a 
'hammerstone' (Glenn 1915) and 'axe fragments with 
flattened sides' (Jackson 1936, 74) as well as a quantity 
of animal bones and shells in a burnt area, although 
unfortunately the excavator was not certain that these 
latter were associated directly with the flint debris 
(Glenn 1915). If the description of the material is 
accurate it would suggest a fairly substantial settlement. 
The axes, if identified correctly, would suggest a 
Neolithic date for the site (see below), but could 
represent activity in either the earlier or later part of 
the third millennium BC. 

Stone axe production spans a long period, starting in 
the late 4th millennium BC and continuing in a few 
cases into the early 2nd millennium BC. The nearest 
two production sites of relevance to Merseyside were in 
the Langdales (Bunch and Fell 1979) and at 
Penmaenmawr, north Wales (RCAM 1956), both of 
which appear to have been in production, probably 
mainly for local needs at first, by the start of the third 
millennium BC. It was not until after c. 2800 BC that 
increased production was allied to an enlarged 
distribution pattern (Smith 1979). 

There are a number of explanations possible for the 
distribution of axes seen across the region, mostly 
concerned with trade routes (Barnes 1982, 45; Cummins 
1980) but Bradley (1978b, 13) suggests, from evidence 
from the coastal Lake District, that the axes represent 
activities connected with woodland clearance at the 
margins of the settled areas where activity was limited 
but repeated and the local evidence seems to confirm 
a link with settlement and landuse rather than trade. 

The strongest concentration of axes in Merseyside (Fig. 
2) is around the former course of the rivers Birket and 
Fender on the north Wirral and particularly on the 
lower slopes of the sandstone ridges of Birkenhead and 
to a lesser extent Wallasey. There is also an extension 
southwards on to the boulder clay areas of central 
Wirral around Willaston. 

To the north and east of the Mersey the pattern is less 
concentrated, though again there appear to be links 
with the two major valleys. The Alt/Ditton has a thin 
scatter particularly around the mouth of the Alt. The 
axe from Little Crosby is interesting in that it is a 
rough-out rather than the finished article. The other 
main locational factor appears to be the Sankey valley 

further to the east in St Helens, where the distribution 
is stronger at the southern end, around its confluence 
with the Mersey and continuing along the river to its 
confluence with the Weaver in north Cheshire (Fig. 2). 

Some of these axes were no doubt in use during the 
second half of the 3rd millennium BC. Other material, 
however, can be attributed more securely to the later 
part of the Neolithic but it amounts to little and is 
scattered. The best is only a single sherd of 
Peterborough type pottery from the present shore at 
Meals, Wirral (Varley 1964, 42). The possible Neolithic 
site in the Bromborough area with imported chalk flint 
implements of this period (Davey 1973) may have to be 
discounted as it seems one of the chalk flints from the 
collection can be shown to have been brought from 
Norfolk quite recently, thus throwing doubt on these 
distinctive implements although a few other pieces may 
be local and of late Neolithic date (S. Nicholson pers. 
comm.). 

Of the other evidence, that from the Calderstones, 
Liverpool, suggests that the surviving six decorated 
stones formerly belonged to a class of burial monument 
of Neolithic type. Although the exact form of the 
monument is not known, it seems reasonable to place 
it in the general context of the passage graves (Cowell 
and Warhurst 1985; Twohig 1981). 

The earliest, very simple, passage graves date from the 
beginniilg of the 3rd millennium BC in Ireland, with the 
most sophisticated dating from the middle of that 
period (ApSimon 1985/6). It is suggested that Bryn 
Celli Ddu, Anglesey was also a late 2nd millennium BC 
construction as it is built on the site of a pre-existing 
henge monument (Lynch 1970, 55-65). If the 
Calderstones, as seems likely on the basis of the art 
style, was in this general tradition it might therefore be 
placed after the middle of the 3rd millennium BC when 
tombs in Ireland included very similar markings, 
although perhaps like the Anglesey example, nearer to 
the end of the millennium. 

The passage graves in Anglesey and some of the 
decorated ones from Ireland are all more complex 
constructions than seems likely to have been the case 
for the Calderstones on the available evidence. The 
dating of the passage graves without carvings in north 
west Ireland suggests that the complex monuments with 
art, mainly in eastern Ireland, were a development from 
these simple graves. There are also a number of cases, 
however, where eastern examples with art are of much 
simpler design, such as Tomb 2 at Knowth (Herity 
1974, 37) which could provide a context for the 
Calderstones late in the Neolithic. 

Overall, therefore, in the context of northwestem 
England, the area has a reasonable amount of Neolithic 
archaeological evidence, but much of this evidence has 
little chronological precision when attempting to trace 
the development of settlement during the period. In 
the light of this imprecision the pattern of dated 
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palynological evidence could potentially provide 
relatively specific guides as to the most likely times 
when this material could have been in use. 

The elm decline has been identified within a number 
of pollen diagrams for the county (Innes and Tomlinson 
this vol.) but what is noteworthy is that there is little 
indication of the sort of concerted and persistent activity 
within the landscape, as is evident for areas outside the 
region to the south and east, at this horizon. The pollen 
diagrams from two of these sites, Knowsley Park and 
Park Road, Meals, show that the nature of the activity 
differs little from that preceding the elm decline, with 
little overall effect on the dense woodland cover, which 
soon regenerates, and with no trace of cereal farming. 

In many areas of the county this pattern appears to 
have continued with little sign of development 
throughout the millennium (Fig. 2). Around the Shirdley 
Hill sand in Sefton District the first real woodland 
clearance is not seen until the first half of 3rd 
millennium BC, with pollen indicators of clearance 
associated with fire at the dated site of Sniggery Wood 
(Innes 1982; Innes and Tomlinson in prep.). The first 
major clearance activity to the southeast, near the 
junction of the sand and boulder clay in Knowsley Park, 
also dates to around this period with a radiocarbon date 
of c. 2650 BC and with no evidence of cereals. 

Further inland yet again, around the claylands 
surrounding Parr Moss, Burtonwood, St Helens, the 
dense oak woodland appears to have been less affected 
with only a minor disturbance c. 2790 BC which soon 
regenerated while the woodland showed little change 
throughout the rest of the millennium. To the north of 
this site, on the eastern slopes of the Sankey valley, in 
an area where three axes have been found, a diagram 
from Holland Moss shows some woodland clearance at 
the base of the profile for which a Neolithic date is 
suggested (Baxter and Taylor 1980) but this ought to 
be treated with caution until radiocarbon dates become 
available. 

An exception to this pattern, however, is found at 
Prescot, a few miles to the northwest of Burtonwood 
where two levels dated between c. 2500-2600 BC do 
provide evidence of cereals in association with woodla1l4 
reduction (Innes and Tomlinson in prep.). In Sefton 
District a coastal peat site, Mount Pleasant, Great 
Crosby, in an area where most of the limited number 
of axes from north of the river are found (Fig. 2), also 
reveals evidence of small-scale clearance with cereal 
farming right at the beginning of the 2nd millennium 
BC (Innes and Tomlinson in prep.). 

A more noticeable exception to this pattern is seen on 
Wirral at Bidston Moss where, although the elm decline 
is not dated, there is a trend, between about the middle 
of the 4th millennium BC and c. 2790 BC (at which 
point the profile is truncated), for the oak and elm 
woodland to progressively lighten until, by the latter 
date, woodland occupied only about 20% of the total 

within the vicinity of the bog. Within this span there are 
three short episodes of noticeable reduction of 
woodland associated with an increase in grassland 
pollen, in the first and last case with cereal pollen and 
arable weeds, each time followed by regeneration of the 
woodland (Innes and Tomlinson in prep.). 

The dating of these clearances suggests, therefore, that 
this activity could represent a context, within the early 
Neolithic, in which some, at least, of the Wirral axes 
could be located. A problem exists with this 
interpretation, however, in that the truncation of the 
profile may be hiding an equally valid context for the 
axe distribution in the later part of the 3rd millennium 
BC. Work on the north Wirral coast bas shown that the 
4th millennium BC may have included a period when 
marine inundation reached further south than the 
present coast, as recorded at Little Meals, at Leasowe 
(Innes and Tomlinson in prep.) and in the buried valley 
of the Fender near Moreton (Kenna 1978). The wooded 
conditions which existed along the present shore, 
represented by the lower forest beds, are thought to 
have occurred when these maritime conditions had 
ceased, by the early 3rd millennium BC (Kenna 1979, 
44), although estuarine/marine conditions may have lain 
nearby (Kenna 1978, 28). It is not recorded whether the 
leaf arrowheads from the Meals shore come from this 
peat bed or the later one (see below). 

Except for small scale local incursions the coastline may 
have remained much as it is today after this date 
(Tooley 1978; Kenna 1986). One such incursion though 
may be seen at Meals, where a marine transgression is 
dated to c. 2670 BC (Innes and Tomlinson in prep.), 
while at nearby Great Meals saltmarsh conditions are 
recorded preceding an alder fen stage at c. 2350 BC 
(Kenna 1979, 42). Probably part of this same phase is 
also identified around the Alt where a small embayment 
may have been caused around 2400 BC (Innes and 
Tomlinson this vol.). 

Regional evidence 

The datable material across the region provides a 
slightly better framework for development during the 
late 4th and 3rd millennium BC, although sites are still 
not prolific nor particularly well understood. There are 
a few burial monuments which would appear to be of 
early Neolithic type, the Bridestones in Cheshire 
(Dunlop 1939), the Pikestones (Lynch 1966) and Rayset 
Pike (Clare 1979), both in Lancashire. A crop mark site 
at Churton, Cheshire has also been suggested as being 
a possible early Neolithic mortuary structure (Longley 
1987). 

Most types of 3rd millennium BC public monuments 
are either absent or found only on the periphery of the 
area. Of the public ceremonial monuments the early 
Neolithic causewayed enclosure is absent extending no 
further north than the Midlands (Palmer 1976). A few 
henges, a class of monument largely belonging to the 
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late Neolithic and early Bronze Age are present in the 
region (Clare 1986) one of which, at Llandegai, north 
Wales bas dates of c. 2750 BC (Houlder 1968). Others 
near Penrith are undated. 

Neolithic domestic sites are rare in the northwest. The 
main site, at Ehenside Tarn on the west Cumbrian 
lowlands, provides a date of c. 3400 BC, associated with 
a number of stone axes and organic material 
(Darbishire 1874). For the rest of the region the limited 
amount of Neolithic material could relate to the 3rd as 
much as the 4th millennium BC. Two sites, at Norton, 
Cheshire (Greene and Hough 1977) and Planeswood, 
Lancashire (Beswick and Coombs 1986) have produced 
pits, with pottery that by analogy with other areas could 
belong to the 4th millennium BC, but this type of 
pottery did continue in use across the country for about 
a thousand years (Smith 1974). 

Elsewhere, leaf arrowheads are rare except on the 
Pennine fringes (Barnes 1982), while the distribution 
of the polished axes is concentrated particularly in the 
Mersey/Weaver area, the lrwell-Mersey basin on the 
fringes of the Pennines, the Fylde, around Lancaster 
and on the southern coastal fringes of the Lakeland 
uplands (Cowell in prep.d).As already stated, however, 
most of them can only be dated as precisely as the 3rd 
millennium BC. 

Pollen diagrams from western Cumbria show quite 
widespread clearance with cereal farming after the elm 
decline at c. 3100 BC (Pennington 1975), which with 
the earlier date for Ehenside Tarn suggests a probable 
association between groups using Neolithic cultural 
artefacts and farming in the area. Elsewhere in the 
region as in Merseyside the elm decline does not herald 
the beginnings of a similar sustained period of 
clearance. Cereals do, however, occur in a small 
proportion of the diagrams relating to the small scale 
and scattered clearings of the late 4th and early 3rd 
millennia BC, except in the south of the region in 
Cheshire (Howard-Davis et al. 1988). 

For the second half of the period there are a number 
of sites known which include pottery that is reasonably 
diagnostic, although in some cases with a period of use 
extending into the early 2nd millennium BC. These are 
more evenly spread across the region but without being 
associated with settlement features. They are recorded 
in Lancaster (Penney, 1978b), Eddisbury, Cheshire in a 
funerary capacity (Longley 1987, 51-2), and the largest 
assemblage, pre-dating a 2nd millennium BC burial 
mound, at Gawsworth, Cheshire (Rowley 1977). 

At Tatton, Cheshire, post holes and a pit containing 
charred barley and a single oat grain, are dated c. 2550 
BC (Higham 1983, 88-9). A number of surface sites 
represented by flint scatters are known in reasonable 
density along the coastal strip in west Cumbria (Cherry 
and Cherry 1984). Inland, only the site at Ashton, 
Cheshire which includes polished stone axes is recorded 
(Leach 1942). As with the pottery many of the flint 

types in these assemblages are likely to have continued 
into the chronological early Bronze Age. 

Discussion 

An attempt has been made to assign loosely various 
elements of the archaeological record to the major 
divisions at present recognised for the c. 1800 
radiocarbon years of the Neolithic, in the hope of 
providing a framework for economic and social 
development in the area to be refined or rejected as 
necessary. Such an exercise is fraught with difficulties 
owing to the small database and the lack of precision 
in the dating of much of the material that does exist. 
The lack of a regional typological framework also means 
that unrecognised local differences may make some 
aspects of the national pattern used here inapplicable 
to this area. 

The palynological evidence at the moment suggests two 
different types of responses within the county. On 
Wirral there appears to be repeated and increasing 
clearance during the chronological early Neolithic, while 
the distribution of the axes suggests that clearance 
activity during the Neolithic was concentrated around 
the slopes of the sandstone ridges in close proximity to 
the main estuarine areas. Assuming contemporaneity for 
the moment, Bradley's suggestion (1978a, 13) that the 
clearance ought to be taking place away from the main 
settlements and therefore only intermittently visible in 
the pollen record does not appear to be borne out, in 
that axes and clearances, with arable farming, are found 
in approximately the same area. Clearance therefore 
might have been taking place immediately around the 
settlements and such early Neolithic sites ought 
therefore to be expected around the ridges and 
mosslands of north Wirral. 

An alternative view, however, could be that the axes 
are in fact mostly later than c. 2750 BC and are being 
used in the middle or late Neolithic period on 
regenerated secondary woodland in the formerly cleared 
areas which are recognised palynologically. The lack of 
pollen evidence for the later period of the 3rd 
millennium BC is thus a big drawback when attempting 
to identify such patterns. 

This evidence occurs a little inland from the present 
coast where limited lithic finds suggest that some 
Neolithic activity is highly likely, perhaps associated with 
hunting. The environmental evidence might suggest that 
the archaeological evidence seen along the coast was 
taking place after the late 4th millennium BC, owing to 
the more extensive maritime conditions that seem to 
have persisted for several centuries prior to this. The 
withdrawal of marine conditions allowed the growth of 
oak and alder fen along the present shore, where these 
sites are located, although the general environment 
would still have been associated with the perimarine 
zone (Kenna 1986, 14). These coastal sites perhaps 
represented a seasonal alternative location. Such sites 
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would have been ideal for the exploitation of both the 
intertidal zone, with fishing, fowling and collecting and 
the perimarine zone, where enrichment of soil would 
have taken place fairly regularly, allowing grazing and 
possibly small scale cultivation. 

If the leaf arrowhead element of the coastal flintwork 
is contemporary with the pollen evidence, which is 
derived from the sampling site about three miles away, 
there are two possible alternative interpretations. Either 
it represents a distinct and palynologically unrecognised 
component of the land use and settlement pattern of 
the first half of the millennium or it relates to the 
clearance activity seen in the nearby pollen diagrams. If 
the latter were the case, the woodland reduction seen 
in the pollen record and implied by the axes might 
indeed be interpreted as being peripheral to the 
settlements, which in this case lay nearer to the coast. 

A process of colonisation of coastal environments had 
perhaps started nationally in the late Neolithic and 
gained momentum in the early Bronze Age (Bradley 
1978b). The Wirral coastal sites do fulfil some of the 
expectations of this model, in terms of location and 
assemblage composition, containing scrapers and 
arrowheads although the local assemblages are inferior 
by comparison. The local assemblages, such as they are, 
also contain some identifiably 2nd millennium BC types. 

Perhaps much of the coastal archaeological material, 
therefore, for the moment sits better around the 
junction of the late Neolithic/early Bronze Age. This 
therefore begs the question in relation to the nature of 
settlement prior to the mid third millennium BC in the, 
seemingly, relatively well settled north Wirral. This is of 
importance in deciding how far this suggested late 
Neolithic/early Bronze Age land use on the coasts 
represents continuity or recolonisation, although the 
arrowheads do imply some earlier use of this 
environment. 

Bradley's model (1978b) is largely based on southern 
and eastern England where intensively populated areas 
had developed a high degree of social organisation by 
the late Neolithic and where population or 
environmental pressures, not necessarily linked, might 
logically demand colonisation. As is discussed below, the 
same degree of population pressure is unlikely to have 
existed in northwestern England in general and 
Merseyside in particular, thus making talk of Neolithic 
'standstills' and 'colonisation' less relevant, particularly 
until pollen diagrams and excavated sites for this period 
become available. 

The way in which the non-blade flint sites, from 
fieldwalking on the inland sandstone ridges, relate to 
this pattern is for the moment unknown owing to the 
lack of chronological precision for the flintwork, 
although two of these sites, at Irby and Thurstaston 
might in fact seem on balance to belong to the end of 
the period or to the beginning of the 2nd millennium. 
The second kind of pattern in the Neolithic is visible to 

the cast of the Mersey estuary. Here the palynological 
record gives a more complete picture of the 3rd 
millennium BC and reveals differences from that on 
Wirral and areas outside the county to the south and 
east. In this part of the county unlike the national 
picture, the elm decline is not matched by the 
occurrence of landnams, initiating a period of sustained 
clearance and arable farming; the continuance of small, 
short lived clearances appears to be more the norm. 
Several other areas both across the northwestern 
lowlands (Howard-Davis et al. 1988) and the uplands 
(Barnes 1982) also show little evidence of this concerted 
attack on the woodland cover at and just after the elm 
decline. The Prescot and Mount Pleasant sites might, 
however, suggest caution ought to be applied in treating 
this as a blanket statement for the whole area, until 
more dated pollen profiles are available. 

The current evidence implies that the response locally 
was different in many respects from the wider pattern. 
Most parts of the county see reasonably quick woodland 
regeneration of small clearings as the norm with 
centuries between clearance phases in specific locations, 
pointing to a relatively small population making their 
impact on a shifting basis, away from the relativeiy 
more settled area of north Wirral. This may be a 
reflection of the particular physical characteristics of 
much of the county which would have had many 
attractions to a hunter gatherer economy. But with the 
growth of large peat bogs, coastal inundation and 
intervening large areas of boulder clay soils, settled 
farming may have been more restricted. Even on 
Wirral, the known settlements,. regardless of whether 
they are seen as of the early or later part of the 
Neolithic period, have a noticeable hunting component 
to their flint assemblages. In addition, the pattern east 
of the river not only suggests a slighter economic 
response but also there does not seem to be any 
quickening of activity as the millennium progresses. 

A distinction between this area of northwestern England 
and southern and eastern England is very evident from 
the fieldwalking evidence as well as that of the pollen. 
The latter areas when fieldwalked provide overwhelming 
evidence of sites of the earlier Neolithic and late 
Neolithic/early Bronze Age, existing as large scatters 
over many acres, with the earlier sites often found by 
accident ·when excavating other types of site existing 
mainly as flint and pottery artefacts in pits (Healy · 
1987). 

There is no similar pattern in Merseyside, particularly 
east of the Mers'ey where sites of whatever period are 
mainly small discrete entities. Two areas on Wirral, at 
Greasbf and Irby, show chronologically mixed lithic 
evidence over larger areas, although still not comparable 
in scale with the national scene. On the basis of the 
limited work done on this question, the local 
concentrations appear more often to be chronologically 
distinct. This generally including a Mesolithic element, 
and an undiagnostic element. The identifiably Neolithic 
or Bronze Age tools are very limited. The best 
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comparison to this sort of pattern occurs in north 
eastern England around Tyne and Wear (Young 1987) 
and, as with Young's conclusions, the available evidence 
from Merseyside leads to reservations about the extent 
to which basic social, economic and possibly 
technological traits changed before the later part of the 
3rd millennium BC. 

Early Neolithic public and burial monuments are lacking 
in the county although they are known along the upland 
fringes of the area. This distribution may relate to 
differences in subsequent land use between different 
topographic zones, although there was a reasonable 
antiquarian tradition in the area which might be 
expected to have noted the more obvious lowland 
monuments. Other explanations may be that regional 
alternatives to such public monuments as causewayed 
camps were less visible, or perhaps, most likely, that 
social cohesion and population pressure was such that 
monuments of this type were not built, or at least were 
not numerous and served a far wider area than did 
those found in regions to the south and east. Clare 
(1987) suggests that hill settlements, such as 
Planeswood, Lancashire, may have been northern 
equivalents to the causewayed camps, although again, 
Merseyside has no likely candidates for such a role. 

Where mobility is the dominant feature of the economic 
and social regime then social groupings are not as 
developed and the 'band' rather than kin groups provide 
the focus (Gregg 1988). As has already been suggested 
the archaeological and palynological record, particularly 
to the east of the river, shows little change from the 
chronological Mesolithic into the 3rd millennium BC 
and it may be right to suggest a parallel between this 
and a similar lack of development of social organisation 
in the area, at least perhaps for the earlier part of the 
millennium. 

In the late Neolithic it is the same areas in the 
northern part of the region and in north Wales where 
the distribution of the public monuments overlaps with 
that of the earlier burial sites. The evidence from the 
mouth of the Mersey centred around the Calderstones, 
however, means that probably by the end of the 3rd 
millennium BC, social organisation was such that a 
visible and permanent site needed to be built as a mark 
of social, religious and, presumably, ritual activity and 
represents the earliest secure evidence so far for the 
adoption of 'Neolithic' culture in the county, east of the 
Mersey. This might therefore suggest that the main 
settled areas east of the Mersey in the later Neolithic 
ought to be nearer the mouth of the river, an area for 
which there is no environmental evidence yet, and that 
inland activity, largely in the main valleys, is sparse and 
marginal. 

The dating of the Calderstones monument is obviously 
difficult as its exact form is not known, but the available 
evidence points to a number of similarities with what 
was happening in western Ireland from about the 
middle of the 3rd millennium BC. The evidence of the 

passage grave at Bryn Celli Ddu in Anglesey which 
replaces a henge monument might suggest that some 
monuments of this type were still being built quite late 
in the Neolithic. It would seem unlikely however that 
the Neolithic influences seen in the Calderstones would 
be taken up afresh much after the end of the 3rd 
millennium BC. 

The Calderstones bas no associated evidence, either 
cultural or palynological, to place it in the context of 
its landscape but its location in relation to presumably 
similar monuments to the west appears to argue that 
the Mersey had assumed an important role in cultural 
contacts by the end of the 3rd millennium BC. It had 
possibly held this position for much of the Neolithic, if 
the evidence for the movement of the Group vii stone 
axes along this artery is accepted (Cummins 1980). The 
degree to which this importance for the river may have 
influenced settlement in the area must, however, remain 
unknown for the moment. 

The Calderstones may possibly represent a development 
in the nature of social and economic organisation in the 
area, which did not necessarily involve population 
increase and expansion, but may perhaps have had 
more to do with the position of the Mersey in the 
transmission of cultural ideas and even artefacts. It is 
suggested, however, that this tradition of small 
population and loose social cohesion may have persisted 
for some time, as at the end of the 2nd millennium BC, 
when Beaker material becomes prevalent in Britain 
(see below), it largely avoids this area and in fact much 
of the northwest lowlands. If Beaker material is 
regarded as a social 'cult' phenomenon associated with 
a particular group within native society, rather than as 
a representation of an influx of peoples (Burgess and 
Shennan 1976), then its absence might be seen as 
linked to the nature of social organisation. Therefore, 
the same hierarchical structure, the upper echelons of 
which would have appropriated the Beaker 'package', 
common elsewhere in Britain, may not have been 
prominent in this area towards the end of the Neolithic 
and for the early part of the Bronze Age. 

THE EARLIER BRONZE AGE - c. 2000-1000 BC 

Background 

The separation of the Bronze Age from the late 
Neolithic is in some respects artificial, as the main 
cultural adoptions are restricted to only small parts of 
the archaeological record. Metal began to be introduced 
towards the end of the 3rd millennium BC (Burgess 
1980) probably into a society that was already stratified 
to some extent, particularly as seen in some of the later 
public monuments such as the henges which continue 
into the Bronze Age. Continuity is also seen in certain 
types of late Neolithic pottery styles and elements of 
the flint repertoire. 
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Developments in the Bronze Age record included some 
new pottery styles, although a number of these showed 
development from native late Neolithic types. Foreign 
in development was the introduction of Beaker pottery 
which may ha¥e been associated with the earliest 
metalwork (Burgess 1980). This very fine pottery is 
found mainly in inhumation burials, although later it 
occurs alongside coarser Beaker types on many 
settlements. It was contemporary with native 
developments such as Food Vessel types, also found 
almost exclusively in burials, which in general share 
similar traits with those associated with Beakers, with 
a similar but slightly more confined distribution. A later 
native introduction was the collared um, found in 
burials mainly, though also on some settlements. 

From c. 1800 BC new flint and stone types were also 
added to the continuing elements of late Neolithic 
assemblages, the most useful in chronological terms 
being the barbed and tanged arrowhead (Green 1980, 
1984) and the stone axe hammers and associated 
perforated implements (Roe 1979). Associated with 
these material developments, many trends present in the 
Neolithic became more elaborate. Evidence strengthens 
for a more rnerarchical society, particularly concerned 
with the maintenance and exhibition of social prestige 
and status, seen especially in the deposition of rich 
metalwork in burials and hoards and the move towards 
individual rather than communal burial (Bradley 1984a ). 

The early Bronze Age also saw an expansion of Janduse 
into upland areas where, in addition to the burials, field 
systems and associated settlements were located in areas 
such as southwest England, the north Yorks Moors and 
probably dating to this period, the Cumbrian uplands 
(Fowler 1983). By about 1,500 BC this expansion had 
in general terms ceased as many of these areas became 
too marginal to sustain (Tinsley 1981), with possible 
climatic deterioration following (Bitrgess 1974). 

The end of the earlier Bronze Age can be generally 
defined by the disuse, by about the 13th century BC, of 
the main burial and ceremonial monuments, most types 
of pottery, flint and stone work and their replacement 
by new patterns of evidence in the archaeological 
record. 

Local evidence 

Fieldwalking has produced eleven sites, which with a 
further five from other sources, have au been placed in 
a post-Mesolithic period, either on account of their 
non-blade affinities or their association with certain 
implement types, mainly arrowheads, scrapers or knives. 
It is possible though that up to almost half of these, 
the small undiagnostic scatters, could as easily be 
attributed to the Mesolithic period. These undiagnostic 
sites have been included on Figures 2 and 4, but are 
not considered further here. 

Of the others, most are prone to the difficulty 

mentioned above in that late Neolithic flint assemblages 
are often difficult to differentiate from those of the 
early Bronze Age. On Wirral, however, the inclusion of 
barbed and tanged arrowheads at Meals and, alongside 
scrapers, at New Brighton and Hoylake provides 
independent evidence suggesting that part of the period 
of occupation of these sites did lie in the 2nd 
millennium BC. The other sites, whose only 
distinguishing feature is the presence of scrapers (no 
site with more than three) or knives, are inland (Figs 
2 and 3) and have already been mentioned in the 
context of the Neolithic period. 

Palynological evidence suggests that between c. 1900 
to 1600 BC the present northern coast of Wirral would 
probably have been covered by deciduous forest as 
witnessed by the Upper Forest Peat Beds (Kenna 1978, 
30), which are still occasionally visible in eroded form 
on the beach today. Northeast of Leasowe Castle a 
midden consisting of ox bones and the remains of two 
deer have been dated to c. 1980 BC (Kenna 1978, 30). 
Inland, a rising water table, possibly as a consequence 
of rising sea level, probably Jed to a hinterland studded 
with swamps, fens and open water (Kenna 1979, 48) 
which would be expected to have had a restrictive effect 
on settlement and farming. 

The paucity of recognisable sites for the 3rd millennium 
BC meant that settlement patterns for the Neolithic 
were reconstructed largely from the distribution of 
single stray finds of implements diagnostic of the period 
This can also be attempted for the earlier 2nd 
millennium BC, in this case with the several types of 
perforated stone implements which in general date from 
about 1750-1250 BC (Smith 1979, 14). The most 
common type, the axe hammer, is suggested as having 
had a fairly close relationship to settled areas and as 
having perhaps been more intimately linked with areas 
of arable than were the Neolithic axes (Bradley 1978a, 
13). 

These implements are in fact not as widespread in the 
county as the 3rd millennium BC types, with Wirral in 
particular exhibiting a strong contrast between the 
pattern of the two periods (Fig. 4). Whether this is 
purely an accident of discovery or whether there were 
in fact areas of Wirral which Jost their attractiveness for 
arable farming as they became more marginal in the 
2nd millennium BC must await further research, 
although the palaeoenvironmental evidence mentioned 
above might support such a view. 

To the east of the river the distribution of the 
perforated implements shows less of a contrast 
although, again, they are still fewer in number than the 
Neolithic types. The evidence around the estuary of the 
Alt in particular may hint at a degree of continuity in 
this area. A polJen site from the coast at Mount 
Pleasant, Sefton shows a clearance with cereals dated 
to c. 1960 BC (Innes and Tomlinson in prep.). 

Further inland the palynological evidence suggests that 
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Figure 5: Earlier Bronze Age artefacts, Merseyside. 1. Perforated axe head, Wallasey (after Woods and Brown 1960). 
2. Perforated adze head, Knowsley (see also photograph, Carter 1930a). 3. Scrapers and a barbed and tanged 
arrowhead, New Brighton (no scale) (after Roeder 1900). 4. Barbed and tanged arrowhead, Roby (see also photograph 
Carter 1930c). 5. Barbed and tanged arrowhead, West Derby (see also photograph, Carter 1930c). 

land use in the 2nd millennium BC, although differing 
little in type from the 3rd millennium BC, may have 
increased slightly in its intensity and possibly in the 
regularity of activity although this is not reflected yet in 
the archaeological evidence in most areas. Thus small
scale disturbances to the woodland cover are noted at 
Simonswood Moss at c. 1840 BC and again c. 1440 BC 
and at Knowsley Park c. 1540 BC, where the overall 
woodland cover saw little change and soon regenerated. 
On the boulder clays to the south the period between 
c. 1,960 to 1670 BC shows relatively significant and 
sustained clearance before substantial regeneration 
(Innes and Tomlinson in prep.). 

It is difficult to know how closely the metalwork 
distribution can be linked to the settlements and the 
nature of the landuse, as discussio~ of this element has 
not been common (Bradley 1985; 1989). The local 
material has already been the subject of two studies 
(Davey 1976; Davey and Foster 1975) which showed 
that typologically early Bronze Age artefacts were 
absent from the county, although two flat axes are 
known from Risley and Glazebrook just outside the 
county boundary (Davey and Foster 1975). A number 
of recent casual metal finds, all from Wirral, described 
more fully elsewhere (Cowell in prep. a), have come to 
light since these papers were published and one of 
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these includes another early Bronze Age flat axe from 
Oxton, Wirral. A number of early middle Bronze Age 
forms, including palstaves, a haft-flanged axe and two 
dirks/rapiers, which would probably have been 
contemporary with most of the other archaeological 
features outlined in this section, further strengthen the 
dual focus of the distribution (Fig. 4). 

Centred near one of these metalwork concentrations, 
north of Warrington, lies a complex of 2nd millennium 
BC earthen barrow burials, mainly recorded in the 19th 
century, which have produced funerary pottery with 
cremations and some metalwork and an axehammer 
(Chitty 1981). Two barrows from this complex have 
recently been excavated near Winwick. One was a two
phase monument with multiple cremation burials. These 
were mostly unassociated with pottery vessels, except for 
one with a Food Vessel and two with Collared Urns 
and an accessory cup (Fig. 6). They were buried over 
a period of about 400 radiocarbon years between the 
early 18th and the 14th century BC with a break of 
about a century in the middle. The second barrow 
although having produced cinerary urns with cremations 
in the 19th century, on excavation produced only one 
pit with a partial pottery vessel of Beaker fabric and 
quite rare form (Freke and Holgate 1990). Possibly of 
some connection to this complex is a very fine flint 
knife of a type generally associated with Beaker 
contexts, and very rare in northern Britain, which also 
comes from the area of these burials (Cowell in prep. 
a). 

Further to the west along the Mersey valley the 
southern edge of the sandstone plateau of Liverpool 
was another focus of burials continuing the late 
Neolithic tradition seen at the Calderstones. Here the 
burial site at Wavertree, about a mile to the north of 
the latter site, produced eight urns only two of which, 
both collared urns, have survived (Fig. 7). These were 
associated with burnt bones and were in an uncertain 
relationship to a line of fourteen small upright stones 
and three sandstone cremation platforms (Smith 1868). 

In addition the Calderstones itself may have continued 
in use into the 2nd millennium BC. Several stones have 
cup and ring markings on them which are sometimes 
associated with the art on passage graves, but also 
occur quite frequently on rock outcrops and some cists, 
and which appear likely to belong to the first half of 
the 2nd millennium BC (Morris 1989). Forde-Johnston 
(1957) also places the feet markings on the stones in 
a general Bronze Age western seaboard context, 
implying that the wide ranging contacts of the later 3rd 
millennium BC continued well into the second. In about 
1765, when the first evidence is available for the 
dismantling of the monument, whilst digging about the 
stones ' ... urns made of the coarsest clay containing 
human dust and bones .. ' were found (Baines 1825, 
698). This suggests secondary inurned cremations in the 
mound. Another source mentions the mound of sand 
being destroyed for building material a little later when 
'a fine sepulchral urn rudely ornamented outside' was 

found within it (Herdman 1896, 7). 

It would seem, therefore, that both the mound and 
possibly the chamber remained a focus for activity 
during the early Bronze Age and some of that activity 
was associated with burial. This could be a context for 
the other features mentioned in the 1568 dispute 
(Stewart-Brown 1911). These consist of a large mound, 
the Pyckeloo or Pikelaw hill, which is shown on the 
map as being at least twice as big as that of the 
Calderstones, with a standing stone at either side of it. 
The distance given in the dispute between these two 
stones is the equivalent of 32 yards, implying a mound 
width of about 25-30 yards. About 128 yards to the 
north east lay another standing stone 'the Rodger stone' 
which itself lay about 364 yards from the Calderstones. 

The exact site of Pikelaw hill has never been found 
although its general location can be worked out from 
the document. The place name and the proximity to 
the Calderstones might suggest that this was another 
burial mound in the vicinity. That stones were not 
mentioned in or on the monument may imply a non
chambered mound, and if connected with the standing 
stones then the most likely date might be the Bronze 
Age. The mound might of course perhaps have been 
more intact in 1568 thus hiding any stone element 
within, and destroyed quite quickly thereafter so that 
by the late 18th and 19th centuries, when documentary 
sources become more common, its features bad long 
since passed out of memory. 

In the absence of actually locating the site itself, the 
evidence is rather too imprecise to be sure of the 
nature and contemporaneity of the mound and the 
standing stones, and the best that can be said is that 
none of these features need be out of place in a Bronze 
Age context. There could also obviously have been 
other, later possible functions for it, which had either 
been forgotten by 1568 or did not need to be 
mentioned in the deputations accompanying the dispute. 

On Wirral less evidence of this type exists. On the high 
sandstone ridge overlooking the Dee at West Kirby 
'several' urns with cremations, one inverted (Fig. 7), 
were found (Mayer 1849, 153). More recently an 
inverted um apparently not associated with a burial, was 
found at Middle Eye just off the coast (Petch 1976), 
and may possibly represent part of a further burial area 
of this period. 

River valley distributions of barrows similar to that east 
of the Mersey have provided evidence that the living 
areas were within the general barrow distribution, 
sometimes set in discrete areas slightly away from the 
burials (Green 1974; Woodward 1978). Of the known 
burials locally, only around the Winwick examples is 
fieldwalking possible but this has so far provided little 
evidence of settlement (Cowell in prep. b). 

One link with the burials may be seen in the 
distribution of the barbed and tanged arrowheads (Fig. 
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Figure 6: Composite plan of the Winwick barrow and selected pottery (after Freke and Holgate 1990). 

4). This is particularly noticeable around the two sites 
on the sandstone ridge of Liverpool. One arrowhead is 
known from a probable burial context at Wavertree 
along with a flint knife (Smith 1868), but it seems 
unlikely that all the arrowheads in this area are so 
associated. It would seem that hunting may be a better 
context for such a distribution. Although this coincides 
with the built-up area of Liverpool, where casual finds 
are perhaps more likely than in more rural areas, such 
concentrations do not appear in similarly urbanised 
areas such as St Helens or Wallasey/Birkenhead nor 
are distinctive Neolithic items common from the 
Liverpool area (Fig. 2). 

Barbed and tanged arrowheads are not as numerous on 
Wirral but their greatest concentration is around the 
area of the West Kirby burial site; the elevated areas 
to the south overlooking the Dee estuary, and along the 
present north coast, particularly in the vicinity of the 
forest peat beds at Meals (Shone 1911, 29 and Fig. 46) 
midway between the two known coastal settlement sites, 
an area which would probably have been wooded in the 
earlier part of the millennium (Kenna 1978, 30). 

The occurrence of a barbed and tanged arrowhead at 
an inland site at Poulton-cum-Spital recorded by a 
rather indistinct drawing (Cox 1897, plate XXXI) may 
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Figure 7: Earlier Bronze Age burials, Merseyside. A Plan of Wavertree cremation cemetery (after Smith 1868). 1. 
and 2. Urns from Wavertree (after Longworth 1984). 3. Flint knife and 4. Flint barbed and tanged arrowhead from 
the vicinity of the Wavertree burials. 5. Cordoned urn from West Kirby (after Mayer 1849). 
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signify more than a single casual loss as a number of 
'flints and chippings' were also found in a Jens of sand 
underneath boulder clay. Some of the pieces shown 
appear to be natural (Lomas 1900, Plate X, 1) but 
rather indefinable settlement activity may have been 
taking place here at least partly within the early 2nd 
millennium BC. 

Regional evidence 

Evidence for settlement is similarly poorly represented 
across the region. Western CUmbria again figures the 
most strongly with a number of sites known from flint 
scatters (Cherry and Cherry 1984). Elsewhere only at 
Pilling on the Fylde has a domestic site of this period 
been excavated producing a coarse type of pottery, 
some decorated, scrapers, barbed and tanged 
arrowheads and an amber bead (Edwards 1978a; 1978b; 
1978c). The site lies on the edge of a peat bog from 
which have come a number of bronze tools and 
weapons (Edwards 1978c, 16 and Fig. 2), suggesting an 
important focus of rich settlement. Settlements with a 
beaker element may also be present in an upland 
location at Castleshaw, Greater Manchester (Thompson 
1974) and in west Cumbria (Cherry 1969). 

The axe hammer distribution in the region shows a 
degree of continuity in those core areas where 3rd 
millennium BC axes are also present in numbers, except 
in Cheshire where the distribution shifts to the Pennine 
fringes from the central area of the county. Some 
limited expansion of 2nd millennium BC types is 
suggested by the sole occurrence of axe hammers in a 
few places in north Lancashire such as the Kent estuary 
(Howard-Davis et al. 1988). There is furthermore a 
general correspondence of distribution across the region 
between the axe hammers, stone axes and the early and 
middle Bronze Age metal types, with the latter being 
particularly strong in the Fylde area and in the southern 
coastal Lake district (Davey 1976). Most are single finds 
as opposed to hoards, the latter only being represented 
by a couple of sites in the south of the region in 
Cheshire (Longley 1987; Turner 1986). 

The evidence for burials is far stronger than that of 
settlement across the region with particular 
concentrations along the western Pennine slopes and 
the Cumbrian and north Welsh uplands. Their 
distribution does spread into the lowlands with a 
noticeable concentration in eastern Cheshire and with 
a slighter penetration into central Lancashire (Cowell 
in prep. d). They range from earthen round barrows, 
particularly strong in Cheshire, to stone cairns and 
various types of 'ring' monuments based on banks and 
circles of stone and/or earth, and are particularly 
common in the Pennines (Barnes 1982), although the 
Bleasdale timber circle (Dawkins 1901) on the eastern 
margins of the Fylde, shares a number of common 
structural and depositional features with the Pennine 
ring works. 

Most of the burial monuments in the region, allowing 
for the poorly recorded nature of many of them, appear 
to be associated with collared urn cremations often with 
multiple burials in the same monument. A small 
number does have food vessel inbumation associations, 
with Beaker influence being restricted to one site in 
Cheshire (Rowley 1977) and three on the moorland 
fringes to the east (Cowell in prep. d). 

Discussion 

The first qualification about the settlement evidence is 
that there are few ways in which the flint material of 
this period can be separated from that of the late 
Neolithic. This not only makes it difficult to date 
particular assemblages with relative precision but also 
fails to allow for recognition of the presence or absence 
of continuity of artefactual and site evidence from the 
earlier period. Additionally, the small size of the known 
sites potentially of this period, and the Jack of large well 
stratified excavated assemblages from Merseyside makes 
it difficult to be sure if some of these sites may not 
even belong exclusively to an earlier phase of the 
Neolithic. Bearing these reservations in mind a few 
tentative comments are offered below as a working 
theory to be tested by future research. 

Some sites, particularly on the present north coast of 
Wirral, in functional and locational terms, would fulfil 
criteria recognised elsewhere for settlements of the late 
Neolithic/early Bronze Age and some of these, such as 
New Brighton and Hoylake do show some reasonably 
certain links with the 2nd millennium BC in the form 
of the barbed and tanged arrowheads. Superficially they 
appear similar, on a smaller scale, in their assemblages 
ie mixing of arrowheads and domestic tools, particularly 
scrapers, to those noted in the Pennine foothills, where 
seasonal activities based on hunting was suggested 
(Barnes 1982). Seasonal land use is also argued for in 
similar environments to Wirral such as the Fens of East 
Anglia (Pryor 1976) and other coastal areas (Bradley 
1978b) during the late Neolithic and early Bronze Age, 
with the former example providing good evidence for a 
reliance on summer grazing on the fenlands. 

The inferred waterlogging across areas of the coast and 
immediate hinterland in Wirral during the early Bronze 
Age would suggest that these sites also might be more 
likely to have been occupied during the drier summer 
months, and, if the evidence can be trusted, the 
assemblages suggest that specialised tasks may have 
been taking place linked to hunting and possibly 
grazing. 

That other areas of Wirral were subject to seasonal 
settlement in the early 2nd millennium BC may also be 
argued for on other grounds. The Jack of perforated 
implements may suggest decreased arable activity in the 
area, which may correlate with a Jack of identifiable 
surface sites during fieldwalking, although this may yet 
turn out to be an identification problem due more to 
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a lack of comparative flint assemblages from excavated 
Bronze Age contexts in the region. 

There is also an increase in the number of 2nd 
millennium BC arrowheads over 3rd millennium BC 
types in the peninsula. This phenomenon is seen on a 
national scale (Bradley 1978b) and is usually interpreted 
as being associated with an increased reliance on 
hunting. The pattern on Wirral is not as clear as it is 
to the east of the Mersey where overlapping burial and 
arrowhead distribution is noticeable across the 
sandstone ridge on which Liverpool stands, but if a 
largely economic association lies behind their 
distribution it suggests that hunting may have been a 
feature of the areas where the burials are known. 

The metalwork is difficult to understand within a 
general socio-economic context as there is little 
agreement on its place within Bronze Age society. Some 
local artefacts had acted as depositional material in 
early Bronze Age burials, but this includes only a few 
items. A feature of the rest of the metalwork is that it 
is represented by single items rather than hoards which 
is also common for much of northwestern England. 

It would seem that visibility would have been an 
important part of the function of the barrows and the 
palynological evidence from the Pennines tends to 
confirm this view (Tyson 1972). The argument is also 
put forward that these barrows would have been 
important to a society or a section of it, that was based 
on mobile pastoralism (Fleming 1971). The areas where 
the barrows are located in Merseyside could therefore 
be seen as the equivalent in economic and social terms 
of the upland, downland and river valley distributions of 
barrows seen in southern and eastern England. Thus 
seasonal pastoralism may have been taking place locally 
across areas which include large tracts of at least 
seasonally marginal land, which was also of importance 
in ritual and religious terms. The cemeteries at the east 
end of the Mersey valley might also provide a context 
for the relatively sustained clearance seen at 
Burtonwood in the first half of the 2nd millennium BC 
and the pollen evidence from the Winwick barrow 
suggests a cleared landscape with pastoral indicators in 
the vicinity (Freke and Holgate 1990). 

There is as yet no palynological evidence dated to the 
2nd millennium BC on Wirral but the archaeological 
evidence also suggests a pattern less dependent on 
cereal farming. The general pattern visible elsewhere 
in the millennium (Bradley and Hodder 1979) does not 
seem so clear cut in the Merseyside area. 

At the moment the evidence would suggest that most 
parts of the area were more conducive to seasonal 
activity, possibly associated with mobile pastoralism. 
This model :would see Merseyside as part of a larger 
economic system which necessitated a degree of mobility 
and therefore settlement core areas might perhaps be 
looked for elsewhere. The Irwell basin around the 
Manchester embayment may be such a focus as it forms 

the greatest concentration of perforated implements in 
the immediate area (Cowell in prep. d). 

The Calderstones, with its continental influences in 
some of the carvings, would suggest that the Mersey 
was still an important arterial feature of the Bronze 
Age landscape. Coastal areas such as at Formby, where 
cereal associated clearance is noted at the beginning of 
the 2nd millennium BC, as well as some perforated 
stone implements, also suggests that this model is not 
exclusive and small pockets of settled farming may have 
existed alongside this mobile system, perhaps 
represented by a different group or class of people in 
Bronze Age society, although hierarchies seen in other 
parts of the country do not seem so well developed 
locally. 

I.ATER BRONZE AGF/IRON AGE 
1200 BC - AD 1 

Background 

Nationally, after c. 1250 BC, a substantial hiatus 
appears as early Bronze Age type burials and associated 
ceremonial ritual sites largely cease and new metalwork 
types take over, their distribution showing a bias 
towards wetland areas and rivers (Bradley 1984b). This 
is seen as occurring at or shortly before a time of 
worsening climate which is suggested as being a possible 
cause for the changes (Burgess 1974). During the 9th 
century BC in the north, the onset of the late Bronze 
Age is marked in metalworking terms by the 
technological revolution of lead bronze and the large
scale production of socketed axes. In southern England, 
and somewhat later in northeastern England, types of 
plain and decorated bucket and barrel urns, present in 
some areas during the earlier period, now become 
dominant and are found quite extensively for the first 
time on a range of settlement types including defended 
hilltop and lowland sites (Barrett and Bradley 1980). 
There is no convincing evidence that flint and 
stonework continued to be a feature of the technology 
of the period. 

During the 7th century BC a number of technological 
developments occurred in the metalwork and pottery, 
marking the onset of the Iron Age, which in some areas 
is matched by a large increase in the settlement 
archaeology. In the south and east particularly, new 
types of metalwork of continental inspiration are 
introduced including many now of iron. This continental 
inspiration in the metalwork is evident at intervals 
throughout the period. Regional styles of pottery also 
develop strongly, while late in the period localised parts 
of these same areas in the south and east fall into the 
orbit of Romanised spheres of influence in trade and 
burials. 

The Iron Age also sees an intensification of settlement 
with a general trend from single farmstead to nucleated 
villages with field systems in favoured areas. Specialised 
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sites, particularly hillforts, are also a feature of the 
period although in northern areas the trend can be 
seen to have had a late Bronze Age background. 
Outside the core areas of the south and east many 
simple late Bronze Age types of pottery continue into 
the second half of the millennium, while other areas 
have little evidence of pottery use at all during the Iron 
Age (Cunliffe 1974). 

Local evidence 

In the northwest generally there is little that can be 
safely assigned to either of the above two cultural 
periods on archaeological grounds and therefore the 
first millennium BC is treated below as a whole, within 
which certain general trends may be outlined but not 
too accurately dated. The archaeological evidence in 
the county for this period after c. 1250 BC is provided 
mainly by bronze metalwork which includes some of 
the typologically later middle Bronze Age as well as the 
late Bronze Age types (Davey 1976). There are no 
pottery types dated to this period in the region and 
neither is there a recognised general tradition of 
undifferentiated early or middle Bronze Age urns which 
could have continued. The only known pottery of the 
early period, the funerary associated urns, cannot be 
dated later than about the 13th century BC (see below 
page 52). 

The number of metal finds is small and rather too 
scattered to detect any real pattern. They consist mainly 
of tools, socketed axes and palstaves, although three 
spearheads from the line of the Manchester Ship Canal 
are noteworthy (Davey and Foster 1975). These, along 
with the tools from the Canal, are mainly later middle 
Bronze Age types and provide the main extension to 
the earlier Bronze Age metal distribution (Fig. 8). The 
metalwork found to the north of the river is mainly of 
late Bronze Age type and therefore probably dates from 
around the second quarter of the first millennium BC. 
None is found in contexts that could be defined as 
settlements and, with a couple of possible exceptions, 
none of the settlement types existing elsewhere that 
might be morphologically attributed to the first 
millennium BC is known locally (see below). 

In Liverpool, at Woolton, a site marked Camp Hill and 
recorded as a circular enclosure on Yates and Perry's 
map of 1768, has been interpreted as a defended hilltop 
settlement (Forde-Johnston 1976, 280-1). It marks the 
northern end of the distribution of a number of such 
sites stretching along the central Cheshire Ridge which 
are assigned a prehistoric date and some do have 
evidence that dates them to the second half of the 
millennium (see page 53). Apart from its location there 
is nothing other than some ambiguous undated drystone 
walling excavated in the 1950s to suggest its form or 
date (Forde-Johnston 1976, 280-1). Subsequent 
landscaping of the site for parkland has obscured easy 
recognition of most of the perimeter earthworks. 
Searches of the flower beds that now cover part of the 

approximate site area have failed to produce anything 
diagnostic. 

Another type of site that by wider analogy may belong 
to the second half of this period is represented by the 
class of oval or occasionally subrectangular cropmarks, 
often found in river valleys and on low outcrops 
representing single enclosed farmsteads often without 
trace of field systems (Higham 1986). On Wirral an 
oval cropmark site at Thurstaston may fit into this 
context, although Roman pottery has also been found 
from fieldwalking in its vicinity (Philpott this vol.). A 
triple enclosure site at Thornton in Sefton which has 
parallels in Staffordshire and Warwickshire (Harding 
1976) may also perhaps be linked to this period. 

One final possibility for a settlement of this date may 
be represented by the site at Meals, Wirral which is 
treated in more detail elsewhere (Philpott this vol.). 
The evidence does, however, suggest that the site that 
existed in the Roman period may have had its origins 
in the Iron Age with the discovery of six coins of the 
late lst millennium, and although the contemporaneity 
of some of the coins and the settlement has been 
questioned (Chitty and Warhurst 1977, 35) it would now 
seem that the link between the two can be regarded as 
certain (Warhurst 1982). 

The paradox is that during this millennium the dated 
pollen profiles in the county show a departure from 
the earlier pattern. Only a few of these profiles include 
dates relevant to this period at the moment, but at 
these sites the palynological evidence suggests a lack of 
activity between the later part of the 2nd and the early 
lst millennium BC, with apparently undisturbed, thick 
woodland as the dominant vegetation. 

The Knowsley Park diagram, however, appears to mark 
a period of renewed activity at about 910 BC, which is 
also seen at other sites such as at Simonswood Moss 
c. 780 BC and at Burtonwood Moss c. 640 BC (end of 
clearance phase). Each of the clearings follow the 
previous pattern with ensuing long periods of woodland 
regeneration but they do appear to mark a difference 
in that at the first two sites the lst millennium clearings 
are the most intense within their diagrams and at all 
three arable farming appears to have played a 
significant role (Innes and Tomlinson in prep.). 

This pattern continued on an even more intensive basis 
into what is chronologically the Iron Age. The most 
intensive clearance is seen in the Simonswood Moss 
diagram and includes arable farming dated c. 430 BC 
with a similar episode at Burtonwood further south 
which although not absolutely dated, occurred after a 
short regeneration phase which began c. 640 BC (Innes 
and Tomlinson in prep.). These episodes appear to be 
reasonably discrete in geographical and chronological 
terms with woodland still dominant, although in several 
diagrams, eg Simonswood and Parr Moss, the relative 
proportion of woodland does appear to have decreased 
from the 3rd millennium. One reason for this increased 
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impact on the vegetation may be climatic deterioration, 
which is identified palynologically (Innes and Tomlinson 
this voL) and interpreted archaeologically (Davey 1976) 
during the first millennium BC. 

Regional evidence 

Northwestern England has no ceramic styles datable to 
the period after the final Urns and Food Vessels, which 
at the moment accord reasonably well with the wider 
pattern, with dates of 1440 ± 80 BC at Winwick (Freke 
and Holgate 1990) and 1370 ± 80 BC at Ribchester 
(A Olivier pers. comm.). This situation appears to last 
until the appearance of Roman pottery in the area 
although a late form of pottery, known as Very Coarse 
Pottery (VCP), has been located at two sites in the 
region (see below page 53). 

The archaeology of the following period in the 
northwest becomes very sparse with the end of urn 
burials - with or without barrows. In northeast England 
this form of burial continues, although in an apparently 
less important way, through to the middle centuries of 
the millennium and the beginnings of the Iron Age 
(Manby 1980, 319). No such evidence exists for the 
west of the Pennines, except at Bromsfield, Shropshire 
(Stanford 1982) and Ryton on Dunsmore, Warwickshire 
(Bateman 1977), where middle Bronze Age 
Deverel-Rimbury burial traditions appear to have 
continued into the 9th and 8th centuries BC on 
radiocarbon evidence. A late Bronze Age burial with 
sword and other types of metalwork is also known from 
Cumbria (Annable 1987). 

West of the Pennines the metalwork forms the basic 
evidence for the earlier part of the first millennium BC. 
There is an increase in the number of finds of this 
period in the Low Furness area while the north Fylde 
continued to be important and after about c. 800 BC 
the Ribble and Mersey-Irwell basin saw a greater rate 
of metalwork deposition (Davey 1976). In north 
Cheshire this is largely as a result of the construction 
of the Manchester Ship canal, although Longley (1987) 
argues that this pattern is still a realistic, unbiased 
archaeological one. 

Settlement types of the middle Bronze Age, current in 
the south and based on groups of unenclosed hut 
platforms often set in field systems, also appear east of 
the Pennines particularly in the northeast (Jobey 1980, 
372), as do higher status enclosed sites such as Thwing 
(Manby 1979). A slightly later development in this area 
appears to be that of smaller settlements, defended 
either by palisades or by single or multiple banked 
enclosures, sometimes revealing a chronological 
progression within the same site. A distinction may be 
made between these, some of which are found on hill 
tops or spurs as well as on low ground, and similar 
defended sites, sometimes with the same typological 
progression from palisade to banked rampart but of 
much larger proportions and often on hill tops. Some 

of these latter appear to have begun life at, or shortly 
after the turn of the millennium. Most of these types 
continued into the later Iron Age although there 
appears to be a slight peak of defensive building around 
the 6th and 5th centuries BC (Annable 1987). 

West of the Pennines there is little excavated evidence 
to compare with that of the northeast. There are 
morphological similarities with many classes of site seen 
there but no firm evidence that they are all prehistoric, 
and indeed, those that have received attention have only 
so far produced Roman material (see below). The most 
easily assigned to the prehistoric period are a number 
of defended enclosures, known from throughout the 
area, which exhibit different characteristics that may 
reflect differences in function and status. A number are 
defined primarily by being greater than about three 
acres in area and use either the natural defences of a 
hill or partial or complete rampart defences. Some, 
such as Skelmore Heads, Cumbria, Warton Crag and 
Planeswood, both Lancashire, or Eddisbury, Cheshire 
(Forde-Johnston 1965) may on account of their 
location, form and size be regarded as possible tribal 
centres. A number of these have palisade defences 
preceding the rampart phases. 

The dating for these sites is poor but late Bronze Age 
metalwork is known from a number of defended hill 
tops, although not directly associated with the earthwork 
defences. These include a hoard at Planeswood 
(Longworth 1967) while at Beeston Castle, Cheshire, 
there was evidence of metalworking on the hill (Hough 
1982) and further afield metalworking is found at Mam 
Tor, Derbyshire (Coombs 1979). A number of the 
Cheshire sites also have morphological traits found in 
the Welsh Marches during the middle Iron Age period, 
while radiocarbon dates for the defended phase at 
Beeston Castle begin in the 5th century BC (Hough 
1982). 

Other sites are known from the south of the region 
(Forde-Johnston 1965). These are characterised by 
being smaller and on lower ground, often on small spurs 
but also defended by ditched and or ramparted 
enclosures and sometimes they include, or are adjacent 
to, areas of peat. Burton Point in Wirral and the 
recently excavated site at Woolden Hall Farm, 
Glazebrook (Fig. 2) which has produced VCP of the 
second half of the millennium (Nevell 1989), are two 
examples. 

A number of primarily non-defensive settlement types 
found on hills and lower land, both curvilinear and 
rectilinear in form, are found in the northern part of 
the region around the Salway Plain but are so far 
thought to be Roman (Higham 1986), although the 
excavated evidence is very slight. 

Evidence for a worsening of the climate or a rise in 
ground water levels may be seen with the wooden 
trackways at Kates Pad near Pilling, associated with a 
recurrence phase and dated to c. 945 BC (Edwards 
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1978d). The same evidence for climatic deterioration at 
this time is seen slightly later in the pollen record from 
Chat Moss in the Mersey valley dated c. 700 BC (Innes 
and Tomlinson this voL ). In the palynological record 
the coastal sites of Cumbria show little sign of human 
activity through most of this period and in the rest of 
the region the pollen diagrams are not suitably dated 
to show how widespread this pattern may have been 
(Howard-Davis et al. 1988). 

Discussion 

The reasonably distinct division into early, middle, and 
late Bronze Age, defined primarily by the metalwork, 
is not as apparent in the north and particularly in the 
northwest as it is elsewhere. Here, the end of 
reco~ble early Bronze Age (non-metal) artefacts and 
field monuments, from about the 13th century BC on 
the present evidence, is followed by something of a 
void. Middle Bronze Age metalwork types, which 
include the local palstaves and dirks, continue in the 
north until the 8th century BC, when lead bronze, 
utifued for several centuries elsewhere in Britain, 
became common (Burgess 1968). The local types are 
therefore potentially limited in their usefulness as 
chronological indicators of activity in the area. 

In northeast England and the north Midlands there is 
some evidence to suggest a degree of continuity of 
settlements and burials from the middle Bronze Age 
into the earlier part of the first millennium BC, some 
of which in the northeast were developed even further 
in the Iron Age. In the northwest in general and 
Merseyside in particular no such pattern can be 
observed. The upland areas peripheral to the county 
do, however, show some trends, in the association of hill 
settlements and metalwork, that higher status sites were 
one feature of the later Bronze Age landscape. The 
paucity of evidence though, either from excavated or 
morphologically identified sites, and from pottery or 
metalwork associations, throws little light on the 
situation in the lowlands at this time. Although slightly 
later in date, the identification of a rectangular ditched 
enclosure with round houses at Great Woolden, when 
allied to the dated evidence from Beeston Castle, is of 
much interest in this respect and shows a lowland 
oounterpart to the upland sites current in the middle 
centuries of the millennium. 

Paradoxically the palynological evidence from the county 
appears to show for the first time relatively intensive 
clearance ep~es suggestive of mixed farming. This is 
seen on the lighter sandy soils in the north, an area 
which has not yet produced even metalwork of this 
period. The radiocarbon dated phases of woodland 
reduction do appear to be associated with farming and 
therefore sites may be expected in the area, with 
proximity to the wetlands possibly being a key locational 
factor. This may have required either land colonisation 
or perhaps a greater degree of intensification possibly 
as a reflection of worsening climate. This association 

with wetlands, noted throughout the oountry at this 
time, is a key feature of the later Bronze Age and 
generally involves high status sites with metalwork. It 
may be best represented at the moment in this region 
by the north Fylde. 

Relative intensification and mixed farming is also seen 
at the pollen sampling site at Burtonwood. This lies 
adjacent to those areas of previously marginal land, as 
suggested by the distnbution of early Bronze Age 
burials. It might be suggested, however, that the focus 
of settlement and arable farming oould have been 
ooncentrated in the river valleys, with the main interest 
shifting away from the adjoining higher lands where the 
barrows were previously located. This may be seen 
around Warrington for instance, where most of the 
early metal evidence was associated with burials on the 
highest terrace and therefore ambiguous in settlement 
terms. The location of the Woolden Hall Farm site on 
lower land in the valley in the Iron Age may therefore 
represent the first signs of this pattern being recognised. 

The finds of hoards in the main rivers of the region 
(Davey and Foster 1975) and the general association 
of single metalwork finds with rivers at this date is 
another common feature of the period generally, 
although there is no comparison between the richest 
areas such as the lower Thames or East Anglia (Bradley 
1984a) and the northwest. Davey (1976, 12) points to 
the increasing importance of the upper reaches of the 
main rivers in the region during this period under 
worsening climate and improved abilities to clear 
woodland. The lower reaches of the Mersey and the 
coastal region of Low Furness and possibly the Fylde do 
not, however, appear to have declined to any noticeable 
degree from the evidence of the metalwork finds. This 
may suggest that the new element in the metal 
distribution pattern could represent either expansion, 
rather than relocation of settlement, or possibly 
different kinds of activity perhaps related to new forms 
of ritual or burial associated with the rivers flowing 
from the upland fringe. Such an alternative may have 
some link in the region with the emergence of the 
larger defended hilltop sites, often with metalwork, and 
the activity represented by the river bronzes that are 
present in approximately the same areas from the late 
Bronze Age onwards. Much of this remains conjectural, 
but the model does at least suggest certain areas that 
would repay more research with the possibility that 
some relatively rich sites may lie hidden in wetland and 
river environments that do not lend themselves yet to 
identification by most survey techniques. 

Perhaps the most important site of this later part of the 
period and which does not fit into any of the foregoing 
pattern, possibly because of its specialist nature, is at 
Meals, Wirral. Even though the evidence is slight, the 
far reaching contacts expressed in the coins may point 
to a status similar to those sites in southern England 
which became important trading centres through good 
harbours and the links with the Romanised world of 
Europe prior to the Roman Conquest of England 
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(Cunliffe 1974). In the c.ase of Meols, though, this 
influence may have been felt primarily through contact 
with the western Atlantic seaboard of Europe, a pattern 
which is visible through the Roman and post-Roman 
periods (Philpott this vol.). 

CONCLUSIONS 

Any study of the prehistory of the county inevitably 
reveals the gaps in our understanding rather than 
allowing a coherent interpretation of the evidence. 
Although it is more tempting to list what needs to be 
done to rectify the situation rather than · to try to 
outline a structure of development, this section does 
attempt the latter, using a record which is incomplete 
and patchy, as a basis against which future questions 
can be framed. 

There are many avenues of future research, but two 
problems applicable to all parts of the prehistoric 
period need particular attention. One is the basic 
geographic lack of sites which needs to be amended by 
programmes of survey. The second is the lack of a 
technological framework, resting on a good range of 
excavated and radiocarbon dated sites, to act as an 
important means of dating sites and artefacts. 

As it stands at the moment, a degree of patterning can 
be observed in the archaeological evidence which at 
some points is compatible with interpretation of the 
palynological evidence. Th.is latter evidence supported 
as it is by a substantial and internally coherent series 
of radiocarbon dates across a number of sampling sites, 
is in fact the most comprehensive programme of its 
kind in the area and as such is an extremely important 
development within the region. The archaeological 
evidence, based on systematic and objective survey work 
which aims to negate potential bias in the results, at 
present suggests a break in the settlement and land use 
of the area which would appear, on outside dating 
parallels, to occur from about the start of the 3rd 
millennium BC. Prior to this the topography of the area 
appears to have been conducive to a hunting and 
gathering economy, as, within the area surveyed so far, 
there is a ratio of approximately 5:1 ratio of Mesolithic 
to later sites. There are good grounds for believing that 
the palynological evidence within the county confirms 
this early activity and would suggest a likely context for 
much of it in the later 5th and early 4th millennium 
BC. 

The lack of basic information about the chronology for 
the area, the rate of technological development and the 
development of domestic and other types of site is 
accordingly most keenly felt in the period to which most 
of the sites appear to belong, the Mesolithic. This 
inadequate framework is further enhanced by the high 
degree of functional variability possible for con
temporary sites of the Mesolithic period, all of which 
provides lines of research for results of potentially wider 
significance. 

The present evidence does, however, provide one of the 
best pictures, alongside west Cumbria, for the regional 
Mesolithic. Wirral stands out in the earliest part of the 
Mesolithic with larger, intensively occupied camps as 
part of an extensively exploited territory stretching 
perhaps as far as north Wales. Later in the period this 
pattern may have broken down. This would have been 
contemporary with increasing environmental pressures 
although there is no indication of a link between the 
two. The late Mesolithic environment would have made 
the Merseyside area extremely attractive to hunting, 
gathering and fishing, but it may also have determined 
more mobile and seasonally restricted patterns of 
movement. 

The occurrence of cereals at two coastal sites in what 
is still chronologically the Mesolithic period is another 
important development of wide significance in the 
county but its application to interpreting the nature of 
the relationship between native and newcomer must 
await more work. The present evidence might suggest 
the most likely scenario is one of more environmentally 
favoured coastal Mesolithic groups acquiring at least 
one element of Neolithic culture, ie farming, which may 
have paved the way for the adoption of other aspects 
more quickly in these areas. Elsewhere in the county 
the difference between the native economy and that of 
groups with Neolithic culture is less easy to distinguish, 
either artefactually or economically, for many centuries. 

The beginning of this farming period is seen in the 
palynological record but is less easy to define 
archaeologically anywhere in the county. The period of 
the 3rd and earlier 2nd millennium BC provides a 
reasonable amount of archaeological material which 
exhibits a degree of patterning in its distribution. It is 
difficult, however, to interpret in detail owing to the 
lack of a more certain chronological framework. 
Evidence for activity during this period has to rely on 
chance finds, owing to an apparent low susceptibility of 
domestic sites to discovery by survey. Th.is could be 
explained in a number of ways: by the nature of 
settlements that leave little archaeological trace, which 
may be linked to a distinctive economic base at this 
time; that they are in fact not so numerous and 
therefore more difficult to find; or that they occur 
mainly in certain environments which either preclude 
the normal survey techniques, of fieldwalking and aerial 
photography, or which mask their discovery by those 
techniques. 

The distribution of Neolithic arrowheads and axes 
confirms the palaeoenvironmental evidence to some 
degree, although there are still difficulties with the 
chronology. This evidence shows an imbalance between 
Wirral and areas to the east of the Mersey. In the 
former area, it is the fringes of the coasts and 
mosslands that appear to have been important while 
evidence in the latter is much patchier with no 
settlement foci identified except on the banks of the 
Mersey at Hale. The axes and other diagnostic 
implements are few and dispersed although there is a 
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slight hint that coastal areas such as the Altmoutb 
region in Sefton and the major rivers may have been 
more important. This is fairly well matched by the 
palynological evidence. Wirral shows a pattern similar 
to the national scene with increasing clearance from the 
late 4th millennium BC associated with arable farming. 
This, along with the archaeological evidence, suggests a 
reasonably well settled area deriving from the full, and 
possibly relatively early, adoption of Neolithic culture 
and economy. 

In contrast, much of the activity east of the river, 
during what is chronologically the early and middle 
Neolithic, when Neolithic cultural and economic 
practices were apparently well established on Wirral, 
differs little in nature or intensity from that of the 
Mesolithic. This raises questions about differences in the 
nature and timing of Mesolithic economic and 
technological survival across the area in relation to 
Neolithic adaptions, for which the evidence is slight at 
present. 

The first part of the 2nd millennium BC perhaps a!lows 
a better correlation of the various strands, with burials, 
certain lithic artefacts and the palynological record, all 
reasonably in accord From this it would seem that 
seasonal settlement based on pastoralism was an 
important feature of the local landscape. There is some 
evidence for intensification in the number of woodland 
clearances, but the general lack of arable indicators 
suggests that this may have played little part in the 
surrounding landscape. Areas of Wirral may have 
become more marginal and more in line with other 
areas of the county. The few sites known are coastal, 
with an emphasis on bunting and perhaps seasonal 
grazing, with a similar response on the sandstone ridge 
around Liverpool The sites known on the sandstone 
ridges of Wirral, however, lie in an uncertain 
relationship to the rest of this activity which allows for 
the possibility that other forms of settlement and land 
use coexisted alongside the seasonal activity. 

It would not be unreasonable to suggest that this 
pattern extended back into the late 3rd millennium BC 
in parts of the county, possibly even on Wirral This 
decline on Wirral could have come about from the 
intensification seen at the beginning of the 3rd 
millennium BC which might have led to depletion of 
nutrients in the soil over a period, especially when allied 
to rising water tables, for which there is some evidence 
in the early Bronze Age. The lack of pollen diagrams 
for this area at this time needs to be urgently rectified 
to test such a theory. 

The palynological evidence does appear to suggest that 
the major development in land use in the county, apart 
from the late 4tb and earlier 3rd millennia BC on 
Wirral, came in the first half of the lst millennium BC 
during the late Bronze Age. Here the first signs of 
comparative intensification of clearance occur and are 
seemingly man made in that they are accompanied by 
good indications of associated arable farrning at a 

number of sites. 

It is a time when the archaeological evidence in the 
county, and for the late Bronze Age across the region, 
is at its weakest. The wider picture would suggest, 
however, that river and wetland environments were 
potentially the most attractive places at this time, and 
the metalwork evidence may just hint that the void in 
the county and the region is due more to problems of 
archaeological recognition than to the fact that these 
areas were being ignored on environmental and 
associated grounds. 

This pattern may have continued into the early part of 
the Iron Age although all forms of evidence become too 
scarce to identify whether the archaeological void in 
the county during the second half of the millennium is 
real Archaeological evidence from adjacent areas and 
associated palynological evidence, which is not yet as 
full as it is for the first half of the millennium, suggest 
that from at least the middle of this period the 
landscape within the county was unlikely to have been 
an empty one. Although the detailed site evidence from 
the uplands surrounding the county is not good, the 
type of sites known suggest that settlement was to a 
large extent continuous in many areas. One future 
problem to be researched is how far the Merseyside 
area was included within the influence of those sites. 
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MERSEYSIDE IN TIIE ROMAN PERIOD 

R.A. Philpott 

Introduction 

The seminar organized by Merseyside Archaeological 
Society in 1986 provided the opportunity to undertake 
the first detailed study of the Roman settlement within 
the post-1974 county of Merseyside. Little work on the 
subject bad previously taken place in the area, although 
Wirral was included in general accounts of Roman 
Cheshire (eg Watkin 1886; Thompson 1965; and latterly 
Petch 1987), while the southwestern part of the former 
county of Lancashire has received slight attention in 
county surveys (eg Watkin 1883). The compilation of 
the Merseyside Sites and Monuments Record and the 
preparation of a series of District Archaeological 
Reports under the auspices of the Archaeological 
Survey of Merseyside from 1977 onwards have provided 
an invaluable basis from which to approach a more 
detailed study of the Merseyside area in the Roman 
period. 

Differences between the paper as presented at the 
seminar in 1986 and its present revised form illustrate 
the rapid growth in known finds and sites from the 
county and its immediate fringes (Fig. 1). However, the 
present work should be seen very much as an interim 
statement summarising the state of knowledge in 1988 
at the start of a programme of research into the 
Roman settlement of the county. Further work will be 
aimed at clarifying answers to some of the many 
questions raised here. It is hoped to publish the 
supporting evidence and the results of further work in 
a forthcoming Liverpool Museum Occasional Paper. 

The Wider Background 

Geographically Merseyside forms the coastal fringe of 
the lowland Lancashire Plain and the northwestern 
extension of the Cheshire Plain and is dominated by 
the twin estuaries of the Dee and Mersey. Any coherent 
view of settlement in the Roman period must take into 
account the wider geographical context and reference 
for comparative purposes is made to work outside the 
county of Merseyside. 

In England as a whole, until the last two or three 
decades, archaeologists have tended to concentrate on 
the more visible and physically substantial types of 
Roman settlement, the towns, villas, and forts, although 
in some areas, notably Cranborne Chase, rural 
settlements were examined as early as the late 19th 
century. In the northwest the overwhelming emphasis 
in Romano-British studies has been placed on the 
military history of the frontier region, in particular 
charting the invasion routes into the north and 
determining phases of occupation of forts, with a 

predilection for the excavation of fort defences. Very 
little was known of the civilian rural settlement in the 
region, particularly in the lowland regions. 

The most significant development in Romano-British 
studies since the war has been the application of air 
photography to the rural landscape. This has shown 
that the countryside in the Roman period over much 
of England and Wales can be seen to have supported 
a network of so<.alled 'native' farmsteads, a type of 
settlement in use in the late Iron Age and continuing 
into the Roman period. These vary in form, size and 
date but are detected in air photographs as ditched 
enclosures, occasionally with but circles visible in the 
interior and sometimes with associated field systems. 

Recent studies in lowland England have demonstrated 
a high density of farmsteads and villages, particularly 
along the well-drained gravels of river valleys such as 
the Avon in Warwickshire, the Nene in Northampton
shire and the Thames in Oxfordshire. Even apparently 
less favourable types of location or soil, such as heavy 
and wet clay lands, which were previously considered 
as sparsely settled, were seen to have supported 
significant populations in the Roman period. 

Nearer to Merseyside, the West Midlands has similarly 
seen a great increase in cropmark enclosures. Over 600 
have now been recorded from Shropshire, almost a two
fold increase over the last decade (Burrow 1979, 64; 
P. Ward pers. comm.). Some areas of the north-west, 
notably Cumbria through the work of Barri Jones and 
Nick Higham, have also produced a rapid expansion in 
known settlements, with concentrations in river valleys 
and in the proximity of forts. The significance of these 
enclosures for the rural settlement in the north-west in 
general has been discussed by Jones and for Cumbria 
in more detail by Higham and Jones (1985). However, 
an understanding of this class of site is hampered by a 
lack not only of excavated examples but of any field 
evidence for date to allow interpretation of the aerial 
photographs. 

The growing realisation that the rural landscape of 
much of Roman Britain was cleared of woodland and 
exploited intensively for agriculture has profound 
implications for our perception of the Roman 
settlement pattern in apparently 'blank' areas such as 
Merseyside. Previous assumptions of extensive woodland 
cover and a very low population for the area cannot be 
accepted without the basic fieldwork which in other 
areas has proved so fruitful. Merseyside may never have 
supported a high population but increasingly evidence 
is coming to light of a network of small settlements 
over some areas which points to exploitation of even 
relatively marginal land. 
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Figure 1: Romano-British finds in Merseyside to 1987. 
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The Umitations of the Evidence 

The evidence for Roman settlement in Merseyside is 
still sparse by comparison with many areas of lowland 
England, but is steadily increasing. Much of the county 
area is now covered by industrial or residential buildings 
and is no longer accessible to fieldwork. Even in the 
19th century, before the major changes in the landscape 
took place, the lack of dedicated amateur antiquarians, 
with a few notable exceptions, meant that many finds 
were undoubtedly lost without record. Up to 1988 only 
one recorded archaeological excavation had taken place 
on a Roman occupation site in the county, no less than 
half a century ago on Hilbre Island by Professor 
Newstead. Both the structural evidence and finds were 
meagre, amounting to a posthole, partially sealed by a 
layer of burnt clay and nearby a patch of black earth in 
which were found 23 sherds of 3rd-4th century pottery 
from three vessels (Newstead 1927, 137-138). Since 
then sections across Roman roads have formed virtually 
the only excavated evidence for the period. A section 
was cut across the Roman road between Wigan and 
Wilderspool, near Winwick Hall Lodge just outside 
Newton-le-Willows (Dunlop and Fairclough 1935, 107), 
and a further section across the same road recorded in 
1985 (Fig. 2; Philpott forthcoming). A Roman road 
from Chester along the eastern side of Wirral was 
sectioned at Street Hey, Willaston (Jermy 1960, 2-10). 
The rescue excavation and recording of a very short 
section of Roman ditch at Irby in 1987 is described 
below. 

Sources of the Evidence 

Apart from these minor excavations, the principal 
source of evidence for the county until recently has 
been chance finds, mostly of coins, either reported in 
local journals and newspapers or brought into local 
museums. The largest source of such objects has 
undoubtedly been the seashore at Meals. During the 
19th century large quantities of brooches, coins and 
other items were recovered by local people and sold 
to collectors such as Hume, some eventually finding 
their way into local museums (Hume 1863; Watkin 
1886, 274-285; Chitty and Warhurst 1977). In the last 
decade the activities of metal detector users have 
yielded as many coins and other artefacts as had been 
recorded over the past century, but from many areas 
of the county. When these objects are made available 
to archaeologists for study and the findspots accurately 
recorded, the enhanced quality of the data enables both 
the significance of the objects themselves and the 
evidence for settlement to be fully appreciated and 
integrated into other research techniques. 

The most important element in the recovery of evidence 
of settlement patterns in the Roman period is the 
systematic application of the array of fieldwork 
techniques available to the archaeologist. Over the last 
few years the Archaeological Survey and others have 
carried out fieldwork as part of a co-ordinated research 
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programme to locate and record sites of medieval and 
earlier date which cannot be located using map or 
documentary evidence. In Merseyside a fieldwalking 
programme in a series of transects across the county, 
undertaken by Ron Cowell, has covered a representative 
sample of soil, drift geology and topographical types. 
The programme was still continuing in 1988 and the 
detailed results are not yet available (Cowell 
forthcoming). Some preliminary findings have been 
incorporated below. Such systematic fieldwalking has the 
merit of providing a relatively objective sample of 
artefacts over a given area, with the distinct advantage 
over air photography of much less dependence on soil 
type or drift geology for results. It has the disadvantage, 
however, that for periods when ceramic, stone and, to 
a lesser extent, metal artefacts were scarce or absent, 
sites are difficult or impossible to detect. 

The main contribution of fieldwalking has been the 
location of a number of scatters of Roman pottery. 
Some of these are represented by no more than three 
or four dispersed and abraded sherds which may 
represent the dispersal of middens and manuring of 
fields but denser concentrations which may indicate 
settlement nuclei have been noted in a few locations. 
As the local Roman fabrics closely resemble some 
medieval and post-medieval unglazed wares, the 
occurrence of a few isolated sherds of soft, light orange, 
sandy sherds is not a reliable indicator of Roman 
occupation. However, larger groups of sherds are found 
frequently enough in the same vicinity as metal detector 
finds of Roman coins or brooches to enable a Roman 
date to be assigned to the type. 

The fabrics of the Roman wares found locally are 
usually soft, light orange in colour with some sand, and 
other iron-compound inclusions and occasionally a few 
small flecks of mica. The general fabric description 
appears to match that proposed by Webster as 
Cheshire/Lancashire Plain fabric (1982, 15) but it has 
not yet been possible to compare the Merseyside sherds 
directly with those manufactured at Wilderspool or 
Northwich. No Roman grey ware or black-burnished 
ware has so far been recovered from fieldwalking, 
although the latter is present both in rescue excavations 
at Irby and in Newstead's excavations on Hilbre. Their 
absence in fieldwalking may be due to their poor 
visibility against dark soils. Fine wares too are almost 
entirely absent, the exceptions being a sherd of samian 
ware at Thurstaston and an abraded, possibly 
colour-coated sherd, from Rainhill 

Air Photography 

Previous work on air photographs in Merseyside has 
been largely confined to the study of existing county 
council vertical coverage, taken for planning rather than 
archaeological purposes. The amount of archaeological 
detail is very variable and although a few flights were 
made for archaeological reconnaissance by the 
Archaeological Survey, it was not until 1987 that the 
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same department began a systematic programme of 
archaeological air photography in the county. The 
advantages of air photography for detecting ephemeral 
archaeological sites which are not rich in artefacts and 
therefore unlikely to be located by fieldwalking has been 
appreciated for some time and has produced dramatic 
increases in the number of known Roman rural sites 
elsewhere in the northwest and in the Midlands 
(Higham and Jones 1985; Burrow 1979). 

The potential of aerial photography in Merseyside has 
been discussed by Sheppard (1978). He defined three 
broad landscape areas within the county, which 
correspond with differences in drift geology and 
drainage patterns. Northern Merseyside (comprising the 
northern half of St Helens District and much of Sefton) 
has an extensive coverage of windblown sand, which 
coupled with poor drainage, has led to the development 
of peat bogs over a considerable areas. The sand itself 
has fairly good potential for cropmarks but intact peat 
is resistant to drying and differential growth of overlying 
vegetation is limited. Southeastern Merseyside (the 
southern parts of Knowsley, Liverpool and St Helens 
Districts) has produced numerous cropmarks of post
medieval and later field boundaries, despite a nearly 
continuous blanket of boulder clay. The latter is 
notorious for poor development of cropmarks due to 
the moisture-retentive properties of the clay which 
inhibits the differential drying of subsoil essential for 
variation in the rates of growth and ripening in crops 
(cf Riley 1987, 35-37). Boulder clay also forms the 
predominant element of the drift geology of the third 
area, Wirral, but much of the peninsula is obliterated 
by urban development or is down to pasture and the 
potential for cropmarks there is greatest on the 
sandstone ridges. 

Cropmark Sites and Settlement in Merseyside 

In recent years several cropmark sites of certain or 
possible late Iron Age/Romano-British date have been 
recorded both within the county and also outside the 
boundary. They vary from oval to rectangular in shape 
and all appear to be single-ditched enclosures. In only 
one example is there possible evidence of associated 
field systems. The evidence from the 1988 air 
photographs has still to be assimilated and verification 
of sites on the ground is still continuing but several 
have produced Roman material. 

The best-known cropmark site in Merseyside is the 
single ditched oval enclosure at Irby. Fieldwalking has 
produced a thin scatter of Roman pottery from the 
area around the enclosure but almost none from within 
it. Flint flakes have been recovered from both inside 
and around the enclosure. However, a field 300 to 
400m to the northwest in Thurstaston has produced 
over a dozen Roman brooches, a scatter of Roman 
pottery, a key, and coins dating from the late lst to the 
4th century. A very worn Republican legionary denarius 
of Mark Antony from the same field may have been 
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lost as late as the 3rd century. There are clearly two 
distinct sites, although the nucleus of the second has not 
yet appeared as a cropmark. The lack of Roman 
pottery from the oval enclosure suggests that intensive 
occupation did not occur during that period and the 
three hut circles visible in the interior suggest that it 
represents a late Iron Age farmstead which was 
superseded by the neighbouring site before the 
introduction of Roman material culture, perhaps in the 
late lst century. A shift in the settlement nucleus is 
common in other regions and the presence of two 
successive farmsteads on different sites does not 
necessarily require a disruption in ownership or a 
change in the pattern of landholding. 

Within a radius of three or four kilometres of the Irby 
cropmark, further concentrations of coin and brooch 
finds suggest the presence of other farmsteads. The 
most important of these is a concentration of 4th 
century coins found at Irby Mill Hill, about 300m from 
a feature interpreted as a farmstead enclosure ditch. At 
least ten coins are known from a restricted area and, 
unless they represent a dispersed hoard, they indicate 
that occupation continued here at least as late as the 
370s. The general date of the material from within and 
near the ditch was a little earlier than the coins 
(Philpott forthcoming). The fragments of a black
burnished jar dated to the late 2nd or 3rd century (cf 
Gillam 1968, 16, nos. 138 and 143: dated AD 180-250 
and AD 190-280 respectively), and a nearly complete 
imitation Dragendorff 38 flanged bowl, found within a 
few metres of the ditch, was probably mid 3rd to 4th 
century in date, while possible Severn Valley ware 
sherds would fit best in a 2nd or 3rd century context. 
The difference in date between the two concentrations 
of finds may not be significant. However, the 
discrepancy in date might be explained by a shift in the 
site or principal activity of the farmstead in the 3rd or 
early 4th century. To attribute the two concentrations 
to different farmsteads would perhaps imply a density 
of settlement greater than the sparse evidence can 
sustain. 

Elsewhere in Wirral, cropmarks are not so well defined. 
Recently recorded cropmarks near Brirnstage and 
Heswall may be further examples of 'native' enclosures 
but to date neither has been examined on the ground. 

In St Helens district and further north, the Domesday 
account of extensive woodland in Makerfield hundred 
and the occurrence of a number of British placenames 
in and around the hundred (eg Ince, Wigan, Bryn, 
Culcheth, Penketh) together with a paucity of Roman 
finds, have been taken to indicate that much of the 
area was uncleared woodland in the Roman period. 
However, the Roman road from Wilderspool to Wigan 
passed through Newton-le-Willows and the good quality 
agricultural land on light soils within a corridor along 
the road is unlikely to have been ignored. At Winwick, 
not far from the line of the road, a cropmark of a 
single ditched quadrilateral enclosure has produced 
Roman pottery (Cheshire Sites and Monuments 
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Record). Nearby, air photography has located field 
boundaries which bear no relation to the post-medieval 
field system and may be associated with the Roman 
enclosure. The neighbouring township, Burtonwood, 
has produced a further concentration of pottery which, 
when considered with thin scatters of pottery from the 
valley of Newton Brook and the Sankey, probably from 
manuring of fields rather than settlement nuclei, 
suggests that occupation of the river and stream valleys 
in the Roman period was rather more extensive in St 
Helens district than has previously been thought. 

At Garswood a cropmark has been observed in the 
form of three sides of a probable rectangular, single 
ditched enclosure with an entrance in the centre of the 
short side. It lies within a medieval hunting park and 
other features in the same field, a pronounced curving 
bank and a cropmark ditch at a short distance away, 
may be features connected with the park. Medieval 
parks were usually located in well wooded areas to 
provide cover for deer and other animals and this 
immediate area may have subsequently reverted to 
woodland after clearance in the Roman period. 

At Cronton an oval single ditched enclosure was 
recorded from the air in 1988, with another possible 
cropmark, of similar form, within two or three hundred 
metres. The likelihood of at least one being of Roman 
date is supported by the discovery of a copper-alloy 
bust, probably 2nd century in date, from the same field 
(Lloyd-Morgan in Philpott forthcoming). The presence 
of two possible adjacent enclosures may be another 
example of settlement shift although further work is 
needed to recover more finds in order to establish the 
relative chronology of the two sites. 

Settlement Type 

The sparse but increasing evidence of cropmark 
enclosures in Merseyside suggests that the predominant 
unit of settlement was the rural farmstead. No 
unequivocal military sites have so far been recorded 
within the county and the only exception to the pattern 
of enclosed farmsteads is the probable nucleated 
settlement at Meals which is discussed below. Beyond 
this, there is no evidence for specialized nucleated 
industrial settlements such as Wilderspool or Middlewich 
in the Cheshire plain. 

In the absence of excavation on the Merseyside 
enclosures, we can do little more than speculate on the 
types of structure employed in the area. The hut circles 
visible within the cropmark enclosure at Irby are of a 
type conventionally explained as eaves-drip gullies or as 
foundation trenches for circular timber houses. Similar 
circles within a subrectangular enclosure were noted on 
an air photograph in the Bollin valley at High Legh, 
Cheshire, and on excavation were found to correspond 
with a circular stone wall. This site, the closest 
excavated Iron Age/Romano-British farmstead to 
Merseyside, had two adjacent enclosures, one oval, the 

other sub-rectangular. Dating evidence was virtually 
absent with only a single pot sherd recovered, of 
indeterminate Roman or medieval date (Nevell 1987, 
24-28). Circular houses were the predominant type in 
the late Iron Age in both upland and lowland Britain 
and another relatively local example occurs within the 
recently discovered Iron Age enclosure at Great 
Woolden Hall Farm, Greater Manchester (Nevell 1987). 
Further north the type persisted at some sites through 
the Roman period, with a circular house within a native 
enclosure occupied in the 4th century at Fingland on 
the Salway Plain in Cumbria (Richardson 1977, 58-59; 
Shatter 1984, 59). However, the circular house was 
superseded by romanized rectangular structures, which 
were in some cases simple villas, on many sites in the 
south and Midlands (eg Hales, Staffordshire: Goodyear 
1974, 6-7). In the northwest of England, the same 
tendency to replace the circular house type by 
rectangular buildings in the 3rd or 4th century has been 
noted on several sites in the territory of the Carvetii 
(Higham and Jones 1985, 97). At a rural site at 
Crossfield Farm, Penrith at least four rectangular 
structures had been erected within the elliptical 
enclosure by the 4th century (Higham and Jones 1985, 
97). 

Other non-structural features noted at Cumbrian 
enclosures are what would be expected in agricultural 
sites practising a mixed economy. Roadways or paths, 
enclosed yards, probably for stock, and a ditch and 
timber-revetted bank surrounding the farm are the usual 
components found in excavation (Higham and Jones 
1985, 95). None of these features has yet been recorded 
in Merseyside but they provide a body of evidence 
against which future results can be compared. 

Both the cropmark enclosures and the concentrations 
of pottery appear to represent small native farmsteads, 
although only at Winwick do both elements occur 
together. Such farmsteads probably supported no more 
than an extended family group in a pattern which is 
increasingly seen as typical of rural settlement over 
much of the north and the Midlands ( eg Higham and 
Jones 1985, 99). Villas, which were dependent on both 
fertile land and easy access to markets for their 
agricultural products, are significantly absent from large 
areas of the north; the only recorded villa in the north 
west is a relatively unsophisticated example at Eaton
by-Tarporley near Chester (Mason 1982; 1983). The 
concentrations of pottery, coins and other metal finds 
recovered from Merseyside do nothing to contradict the 
conclusion that the settlement pattern is one of 
dispersed farmsteads. 

Topography and Geography of Roman Sites in 
Merseyside 

Taylor has warned against the kind of geographical 
determinism in our approach to Romano-British 
settlement pattern which assumes that the location of 
settlements is directly related to the presence of positive 
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environmental features, 1e 'good' sites, which were 
obvious to their inhabitants. The recent vast increase in 
recorded Romano-British farmsteads in some areas of 
lowland Britain has produced many examples in 'poor' 
locations, situated on unfavourable soils, in wet 
conditions, on exposed sites or lacking a water supply 
(Taylor 1982, 2). 

Despite Taylor's warning, the location of Roman sites 
in Merseyside does appear to exh.tbit some preference 
for certain types of drift geology and topographical 
situations. In Wirral some have seen the distnbution 
of finds as essentially coastal (eg Petch 1987, 213) and 
there is no doubt that such a location would have 
offered the significant advantage of alternative food 
resources (fish, wild fowl, molluscs) and ease of 
communication by water along the estuaries. However, 
in Wirral the presence of light, easily worked, soils for 
arable production appears to have been a primary 
factor in site location. Sites, or findspots of artefacts, 
therefore, tend to concentrate on the Fermo-Triassic 
sandstone ridges, often on south-facing slopes and often 
close to the 30m contour near the upper limit of 
boulder clay drift deposits. Settlements were thus 
located to take maximum advantage of a range of 
environments and natural resources. The heavier clay 
soils, supporting oak woods, would provide woodland 
cover for game, grazing for pigs, firewood and timber 
for building or fencing, as well as lush pasture when 
cleared. The free draining, lighter soils of the sandstone 
ridges were better suited to arable cultivation although 
inclined to loss of fertility unless manured. Some groups 
of finds on boulder clay suggest that lower lying 
locations were not neglected, however, and even 
relatively marginal land on the edge of the mossland at 
Moreton appears to have been exploited in the Roman 
period. 

North of the Mersey, the preference for coastal 
situations was more strongly marked. A hoard at 
Otterspool and several coin finds in Liverpool, some 
but not all of which can be dismissed as modern losses, 
suggest some settlement close to the Mersey, while 
growing evidence for Roman finds further southeast 
along the Mersey estuary reinforces the picture. 

The northeastern part of Merseyside (Knowsley and St 
Helens districts) with its blanket of boulder clay has 
long been considered a virtual blank as regards Roman 
settlement. While the flat claylands around Bold have 
failed to produce any indicators of settlement, gradually 
fieldwalking, chance finds and air photographs are 
populating the previously empty landscape. The 
cropmark at Cronton, representing one or possibly two 
enclosures, begins to provide a settlement context for 
a late 2nd century hoard found at 'Old Sprink' Farm, 
Tarbock in 1838 (VCH 3, 1907, 177) and further 
fieldwalking finds in the same area may represent at 
least one more farmstead. Two Roman coins and a 
sherd of samian ware were found near Ditton railway 
station in 1881 (OS Card 48 SE.3). Along the fringes 
of the Mersey, windblown sand overlying clay provides 
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light, if easily leached, soils and at least two 
concentrations of Roman finds may indicate settlement, 
one conveniently situated for fording the Mersey near 
Hale. Further to the northeast, as noted above, the 
Burtonwood-Winwick-Newton area is beginning to 
produce sufficient evidence from fieldwalking and air 
photography to postulate a series of farmsteads along 
the valleys of the Sankey and Newton Brook, while the 
sandstone ridge at Rainhill has produced a small 
quantity of Roman pottery in a situation reminiscent 
of Wirral sites. 

The northwest of Merseyside has so far produced fewer 
traces of occupation. Towards the coast, in Sefton 
district, the prevalence of poorly drained mossland with 
low ridges of higher ground, on which most of the 
medieval villages were situated, would tend to limit the 
potential area for settlement. However, in the 19th 
century some finds were recovered from the shore at 
Altmouth and two separate coin finds were made in 
Formby village suggesting some settlement near the 
coast. Few Roman finds have so far been recovered 
from the slightly elevated ground, though Melling and 
Lydiate offer some potential both for cropmarks and 
settlement. A complex series of field systems visible on 
an infra red air photograph of Melling may include 
several phases of landscape development and a possible 
contender for a native enclosure appears among this. 
A very thin scatter of Roman sherds and a coin of 
Diocletian from another part of Melling demonstrate 
that the area was not a complete blank in this period. 

Barri Jones has drawn attention to the possibility of 
occupation on the fringes of the mossland, between the 
25 and 35 foot contours (7.6-10.8m) (1979, 79). At 
that level settlements can take advantage of alternative 
sources of food while remaining above the relatively 
high water table prevailing in the Roman period. Air 
photography by Jones has revealed traces of field 
systems at Lydiate and Maghull (Jones 1979, 79 and 
Fig. 10.3) but no date has been assigned to these and 
some at least are likely to be post-medieval. That the 
fringes of mossland were not neglected for settlement 
can be seen at Rufford, West Lancashire, where field 
walking by members of the West Lancashire Archaeo
logical Society has revealed Roman pottery on a tongue 
of higher land projecting into mossland (A Coney pers. 
comm.). Similarly in the mosslands of the northern 
Fylde, at Upper Rawcliffe, Lanes, a circular univallate 
enclosure lying at 8m AOD has produced pottery dated 
to the end of the lst or early 2nd century (Goodburn 
1979, 292). 

Meols 

Meals is without doubt the most important, but also 
the most enigmatic, Roman site in Merseyside. During 
the 19th century over 80 Roman coins and more than 
70 brooches, along with considerable quantities of other 
metal artefacts and a little pottery, were recorded as 
having been found on the shore at Meals (Hume 1863; 
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Watkin 1886, 278). Collections of finds were made and 
have survived in part in the Williamson Museum and 
Art Gallery, Birkenhead, the Grosvenor Museum, 
Chester, Warrington Museum and Liverpool Museum. 
Publication of the Roman material is currently in 
progress (Chitty and Warhurst 1977; Lloyd-Morgan 
unpub.). 

The circumstances of retrieval of the finds indicate that 
during the 19th century material was being eroded out 
of early land surfaces along the shore near Dove Point 
and deposited on the beach (Hume 1863; Watkin 1886, 
277). Metalwork and coins are heavily represented in 
the surviving material with only a few sherds of Roman 
pottery and tile, perhaps a result of either 19th century 
collection strategies or of the differential deposition of 
artefacts through water action. The brooches from the 
site illustrated by Hume and Watkin are largely late lst 
to 2nd century types (eg Hume 1863, 71-72, Pls. III, 
IV; Watkin 1886, 278). However, the extensive coin 
list, which is nearly half as large as that from 
Ribchester and two thirds of that from Wilderspool 
(Shatter 1979, 3, Table 1), suggests continuous 
occupation from the lst to 4th century (Watkin 1886, 
282-283). Further artefactual and coin evidence 
indicates a strong possibility of continuity both from 
the Iron Age and into the sub-Roman period (cf 
Bu'lock 1961). 

The function of the site at Meals has been the subject 
of much discussion. The proximity of the lead mines 
across the Dee at Halk.yo mountain, Clwyd, and the 
lead processing site at Pentre, which saw a decline in 
use in the 3rd century, have stimulated the idea of 
Meals as a centre for lead smelting and redistribution 
(Jones 1980, 97; Laing and Laing 1983, 6-7). Meals 
has also been seen as a possible temporary observation 
post, guarding the sea route to Chester, based partly 
on the presence of a lunular pendant and an Aucissa 
brooch, types of artefact which occur on military sites 
(Lloyd-Morgan unpub.). However, the pendant is of a 
British type found most commonly in the south and 
east of England on non-military sites (Jackson 1985, 
172) while the Aucissa brooch is not exclusive to 
military sites and may simply reflect the early date of 
occupation. The coastal location and good access by 
water to Chester and via the Mersey to south 
Lancashire and mid Cheshire have stimulated the idea 
that Meals was a transhipment point for river boats 
plying the Dee and Mersey to transfer their cargoes to 
sea-going vessels (Petch 1987, 216). 

It is clear that these various roles are not mutually 
exclusive and the settlement at Meals, like a medieval 
town, may have simultaneously performed a range of 
administrative, commercial, minor industrial, military 
and agricultural functions, whilst remaining a relatively 
small settlement, perhaps with the administrative status 
of a vicus. However, the attractions of a safe anchorage 
in close proximity to two navigable rivers providing 
access inland would appear to provide the primary 
raison d'€tre for the siting of the settlement and 

examination of the finds assemblage provides some 
support for the commercial role as paramount. The 
coin evidence, together with the presence of a late lst 
century Kentish mortarium and imported amphorae 
among the very small sample of surviving pottery, 
argues for continuous occupation apparently unaffected 
by changes in military dispositions in the northwest. 
The negative evidence of an absence of manufacturing 
waste or smelting products is, of course, inadmissable, 
given the peculiar circumstances of recovery of the 
artefacts. However, the fact that Meals was established 
long before the decline of Pentre and the early start of 
the lead industry in north Wales suggests no primary 
dependence on lead processing for the settlement. 

The site may have served other functions. Trade with 
Ireland is attested by Tacitus by the late lst century 
(Agricola 24) and by finds of Roman material in 
Ireland, and such trade may, as in the Viking and later 
period, have involved importation of raw materials such 
as furs. In addition, numbers of fish hooks suggest that 
fishing played an important part in the local economy. 
These are undated and constitute a 'type fossil', showing 
no typological development (cf Roman examples at 
Fishbourne villa: Cunliffe 1971, Fig. 51, nos 149-150). 
The surviving examples may date to any period from 
Roman to post-medieval but it is unlikely that such an 
abundant and obvious source of food was neglected in 
the Roman period. A further probable role is that of 
market centre for agricultural produce in the northern 
Wirral and Sefton/Liverpool coastal area. 

There is little unambiguous evidence for Roman 
structures at Meals. Among the Meals material in 
Liverpool Museum are two combed Roman flue tile 
fragments, which should indicate substantial masonry 
buildings. Timber-framed buildings with floors of 
puddled clay, vertical timbers resting on or set into 
sandstone blocks and clay wall infill, were noted in sand
dunes at Meals in the 19th century (Watkin 1886, 281). 
No dating evidence was present and Watkin's scepticism 
of a Roman date is well founded; the structures could 
well be timber-framed houses or cottages from the 
medieval settlement. 

The Chronology of Settlement in Merseyside 

An assessment of the chronology of Roman settlement 
in Merseyside is hampered by the lack of excavated 
sites and the scarcity of datable artefacts of all types. 
Continuity of settlement from the Iron Age is 
particularly difficult to identify given the virtual absence 
of Iron Age pottery and other artefacts in Cheshire and 
Lancashire. On the evidence of artefacts alone, all sites 
found in fieldwalking appear to date from the Roman 
period although there is a strong probability that at 
least one was of Iron Age origin. Almost nothing is 
known of the Iron Age settlement in Merseyside, 
although the two northernmost of the hillforts in mid 
Cheshire, at Helsby and Frodsham, which overlook the 
Mersey, indicate the presence of a significant Iron Age 
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population in the Mersey valley. Two possible Iron Age 
hillforts in Merseyside, at Camp Hill, Woolton and 
Berry Hill, Knowsley are unconfirmed. Air photography 
and environmental sampling are perhaps the most 
promising techniques for locating Iron Age sites in the 
county and for reasons stated above the oval enclosure 
at Irby may be assigned tentatively to this period. Three 
Celtic and three Carthaginian coins found in the 19th 
century at Meals have been seen as later introductions 
(eg Chitty and Warhurst 1977, 35). Two of the Celtic 
coins, however, now in Liverpool Museum, are early lst 
century BC Armorican issues and have the characteristic 
Meals patina (Warhurst 1982, xx). If genuine ancient 
losses, they point to some activity before the Roman 
conquest, perhaps in recognition of the value of the safe 
anchorage at Meals on the western sea route, but it is 
unnecessary to infer that mineral wealth was the only 
attraction of the site prior to the Roman conquest 
(Laing and Laing 1983, 6-8). 

In the virtual absence of datable pottery, the only 
evidence for the chronology of the Roman settlement 
of the area is that of the coins and metalwork. Single 
finds provide little useful evidence and concentrations 
of objects permit tentative statements of known periods 
of occupation for only a few sites. Hoards may have 
been secreted away from settlement sites and although 
providing an indication of occupation as well as of 
accumulation of wealth somewhere in the vicinity, they 
do not permit conclusions to be drawn on the location 
of specific sites. 

Early Roman coins are known from only a few sites in 
Merseyside and, with the exception of two Republican 
denarii, all date to the last third of the lst century, 
suggesting a loss near the end of the century at the 
earliest. However, 2nd century pieces, from Trajan 
(98-117) to Marcus Aurelius (161-180), occur not only 
in greater numbers but also over a much wider 
geographical area. Brooches are not as closely datable 
as coins but may indicate occupation in the later lst to 
2nd century at a number of sites, notably Thurstaston, 
but also at Hale, Barnston and Heswall. The dearth of 
later 2nd to mid 3rd century coins throughout 
Merseyside is a result of a much wider shortage of 
coinage in circulation and a higher intrinsic value of 
such coins and cannot be seen as evidence of 
abandonment or poverty (Casey 1974, 43-44). Coin 
finds are most prolific for the late 3rd and 4th century 
on both sides of the Mersey. This largely reflects the 
low intrinsic value of these small bronze pieces, which 
would have been easily lost and not assiduously sought, 
but also bears a strong correlation with the pattern of 
coin Joss on sites which were continuously occupied. 

In lowland Britain as a whole, the later Roman period 
has been seen as a period of technical improvement 
and innovation in crop production, notably through the 
introduction and spread of the coulter and the 
asymetrical plough share, which facilitated cultivation 
of heavier clay soils (Jones 1982, 102). The Merseyside 
area shows an apparent increase in activity during the 
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later 3rd to 4th century as reflected in finds of that 
period. However, at present the vast majority of finds 
datable to that period are coins, and economic factors, 
as discussed below, are as likely to have produced this 
effect as progressive expansion onto heavier soils. 

The end of the Roman period is marked by the rapid 
collapse of the marketing system with a consequent 
dearth of datable manufactured items on sites. The end 
of the period is marked by even greater obscurity than 
that with which it began. The only artefacts of sub 
Roman date are from Meals, indicating continuity of 
occupation and of trade. A Byzantine coin, minted in 
Carthage in AD 540-541 and found in a garden at 
Moreton, is unlikely to be a modern loss and may be 
further evidence of such activity. One intriguing find, 
an Anglo Saxon small long brooch of 6th century date, 
was recovered from the same field as numerous Roman 
brooches and coins at Thurstaston. The item predates 
the Anglian settlement of the Wirral, and raises 
interesting, if as yet unanswerable, questions about the 
continuity of settlement in Wirral in the British 
interlude between the Roman and Anglian periods. 

No clear pattern of the chronology of settlement in 
Merseyside emerges from the disparate strands of 
evidence presented above. Continuity of rural settlement 
from the late Iron Age is a distinct possibility with 
slight evidence of settlement shift within Taylor's 
'agricultural units' (1982, 8-9). Trade through Meals 
may have begun in the Iron Age and continued 
apparently without interruption until the medieval 
period. Exploitation of the area was not confined to 
coastal regions, the sandstone ridges and the river 
valleys but included settlement on the heavy claylands 
of south and east Merseyside. The overall increase in 
coin loss may reflect expansion in the area under 
occupation through the 2nd century but the impression 
of growth in density of settlement in the late 3rd and 
4th century which is suggested by the relatively 
numerous coin finds is more likely to be the result of 
wider economic factors. 

Economy of Settlements 

There are two main types of evidence for the economy 
of settlements in Merseyside. The first concerns coins 
and non-locally produced artefacts imported to the sites, 
which provide evidence of participation in trade and the 
cash economy, at least on a local level. The second 
involves the use of environmental evidence to determine 
the agricultural or pastoral base of the activities of the 
farmsteads. Neither of these at present throws more 
than the faintest light on the rural economy but with 
the collection of a far greater body of data, each has 
the potential for much more far reaching conclusions. 

The presence of some manufactured items on 
Merseyside sites indicates that the rural farmsteads 
participated in the wider market economy rather than 
operating on a purely subsistence level. Production of 
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a surplus would in any case be required in order to pay 
truces and a locally elevated price for agricultural 
produce may have obtained further north, and perhaps 
also in the hinterland of the legionary fortress of 
Chester, during the Roman period under the pressure 
of military wages (Higham 1979b, 44). 

Direct evidence of non-local artefacts is confined to 
pottery and metalwork. Imported pottery, whether 
continental or from elsewhere in Britain, is very scarce 
in Merseyside. Black-burnished wares formed a high 
proportion of the pottery in use on both military and 
civilian settlements in the northwest and have been 
found so far on the two excavated sites, both in Wirral. 
The presence of lst-2nd century imported wares among 
the small group of surviving pottery from Meals 
together with an extensive coin list indicates that some 
kind of market economy flourished there from at least 
the late lst to the late 4th century. Otherwise the 
pottery in use on farmsteads, especially the light orange, 
oxidised sandy fabrics, was probably of Cheshire Plains 
manufacture. 

The presence of local market centres in the Cheshire 
Plain at Northwich, Middlewich and Wilderspool, along 
with the civilian canabae at Chester provided a range 
of centres for trade and exchange during the Roman 
period. Meals too almost certainly functioned as a local 
market centre, probably serving northern Wirral and 
perhaps coastal settlements in Sefton and Liverpool 
districts. Chester was easily accessible by water along 
the Dee estuary from the western coast of Wirral, as 
was the case in the medieval period, while the Mersey 
permitted ready access to Wilderspool and via the 
Weaver to Northwich. Communications by land were 
probably slower but a road linking Chester with Meals 
and branching near Mollington to serve northeastern 
Wirral seems a distinct probability. However, the 
precise alignment north of Willaston and Raby remains 
uncertain, despite claims to the contrary. 

The impact of the presence of the legionary fortress at 
Chester on the economy of the Wirral farmers is 
difficult to determine without much more detailed 
evidence of non-local and local artefacts, and of the 
levels and nature of crop and animal production from 
a number of sites. The relatively high concentration of 
population in the legionary fortress and vicus at Chester 
at least in local terms would make considerable 
demands on the rural hinterland for food and other 
supplies, such as hides, although the ease and low cost 
of water transport to the fortress would have reduced 
dependence on local sources of supply. The influence 
of the legionary fortress at Chester on the rural 
hinterland has been seen as most profound on the area 
around the fortress, with an extension as far as the 
mid-Cheshire ridge and Helsby-Frodsham-Halton area 
(Petch 1987, 188). The romanizing effect of the fortress 
at Chester on the Wirral population, however, may 
have been minimal and the settlement on Wirral has 
been described as 'probably low-key, and largely 
self-contained' (Petch 1987, 188, 212). Some contact 

will have been inevitable, however, since Chester 
probably functioned as a regional centre of taxation. 
Recent work has tended to minimize the impact of the 
Roman conquest on the economic system in rural 
England and Wales. The scarcity of denominations 
lower than the as in the northern provinces may 
indicate that coinage was not widely used as a medium 
of exchange outside the towns in the first two centuries 
AD. Coinage may have been viewed as a means of 
storing wealth and paying tIDCes. The development of a 
true market economy depended upon the circulation 
of a large volume of low value coins enabling small 
transactions to be made with coins, which only occurred 
from the mid 3rd century onwards in Britain (Lloyd 
Jones 1984, 130-131). The civilian vici attached to 
military sites, however, largely grew up in response to 
the presence of well paid army garrisons and these 
undoubtedly functioned as local centres of redistribution 
and manufacture, where trade was encouraged. The 
extensive coin list at Meals is consistent with its having 
been an active market centre for much of the Roman 
period. 

The participation of the Merseyside settlements in the 
market economy in the later Roman period can be seen 
from coin finds in the area. The comparative use of 
quantities of artefacts from sites as an indicator of 
wealth or economic activity is likely to mislead since 
the factors leading to loss and recovery are too variable 
and diverse to be directly comparable. However, in 
general terms the quantity of coins and other metal 
artefacts from Merseyside sites is comparable with that 
from other sites west of the Pennines but is very low 
by comparison with the south and east of England. 

Other metal artefacts from Merseyside include a series 
of headstud brooches with distinctive characteristics, 
which may have been produced locally (Fig. 3). Further 
brooches from the area include enamelled types 
paralleled broadly elsewhere in the northwest (Philpott 
forthcoming). Metal working was certainly practised at 
the minor industrial settlement of Wilderspool and there 
is some evidence for enamelling (May 1904, 73-75; 
Bateson 1981, 103). However, none of the illustrated 
enamelled bronzes parallels the 'local' headstud types. 

The relative scarcity and generally unsophisticated 
nature of the Roman finds from Merseyside suggests 
a rural economy at a low level of romanization. The 
location of sites within some of the best arable land in 
south Lancashire together with the proximity of many 
to land which had a high potential for pasture, either 
on mossland or cleared oak woods on the boulder clay, 
suggests a mixed arable and pastoral economy, as was 
the case in the same areas in the medieval period. As 
usual, Meals provides the exception to the rule. 

The only hint of industrial exploitation of the 
Merseyside area is the supposed use of Storeton stone 
for inscriptions at Chester (Petch 1987, 226). Coal is 
the principal mineral resource of the county, at least 
north of the Mersey, and outcrops at Prescot and 
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elsewhere may conceivably have been exploited in the 
Roman period, although to date there is no evidence 
for this (Chitty 1981, 13). Environmental evidence for 
the rural economy in Merseyside is confined at present 
to pollen analyses which show phases of clearance and 
cereal cultivation during the Roman period. The pollen 
record has the significant advantage over chance finds 
of datable artefacts in offering the opportunity to chart 
episodes of occupation and colonisation over time in a 
given location. So far there are no excavated animal 
bones or waterlogged deposits with preserved plant 
material which might point to the types of activity 
practised on the site or to the local plant or insect 
populations. Pollen analysis at Parr Moss in St Helens 
has detected a phase of clearance in the Roman period, 
while at Simonswood a peat horizon, probably of late 
Iron Age or Roman date, contained cereal pollen and 
other species indicative of a mixed economy (Innes and 
Tomlinson forthcoming). At Knowsley Park Moss the 
pollen from peat deposits suggested a period of cereal 
cultivation and deforestation from c. 1700 bp onwards 
(Innes and Tomlinson this volume). The cumulative 
impression both of finds of Roman material and the 
pollen work is of widespread if dispersed settlement in 
the Roman period. 

Conclusions 

A recent statement on the priorities for the excavation 
and preservation of Roman sites has emphasised the 
past neglect of rural sites of the Roman Iron Age and 
recommends a number of steps to remedy this. Future 
work should include preservation of as many rural sites 
as possible, an attempt to estimate the overall number 
of sites by fresh survey and collation of previous work, 
the elucidation of landscape archaeology by a 
combination of air photography and intensive ground 
survey, and a planned regional excavation programme 
to enable comparisons to be drawn between various 
regions. Cheshire and Lancashire are cited as examples 
of areas suitable for such consideration (Roman Society 
1985, 7). 

Research into the Roman period in Merseyside is still 
in its infancy. Progress over the decade from 1976 has 
virtually been confined to the compilation by the Field 
Archaeology Section of published and unpublished 
references to finds of Roman date within the county 
and the addition of new finds to the records. However, 
an integrated research programme involving air 
photography, fieldwalking and environmental sampling 
is now under way, to be followed by selective 
excavation, as part of the work of the department in 
an attempt to address the many questions raised by the 
present paper. The explosion in known rural sites seen 
in other areas may never be equalled in Merseyside but 
as work progresses it can be seen the county has been 
extensively, if not densely, settled in the Roman period. 

Future work in Merseyside and surrounding areas will 
be directed at answering questions on two levels. In 
regional terms, an assessment of the location and 
density of sites in the area is required, with a view to 
determining the factors affecting site situation, the 
interrelationships between neighbouring settlements and 
the population density in the area. Examination of the 
field systems which were integral to this type of site 
has been seen as an important element in the study of 
such rural settlements (Higham and Jones 1983, 64). 
On individual sites only excavation can yield the kind 
of detailed evidence of structural remains and house 
types, artefacts and environmental evidence which will 
enable the sequence, duration and nature of occupation 
to be understood. Selective excavation of the interior of 
a sample of cropmark enclosures would provide 
evidence for the internal arrangement of these 
farmsteads, period of use and economy of a settlement 
site of a type which has been little studied on the 
ground in the northwest as a whole. 

Future work might also profitably include an 
examination of the area behind the sea wall at Meals 
to ascertain whether the nuclei of the Roman and 
medieval settlements have been entirely lost through 
erosion, to examine the peat layers recorded in the 
19th century, to attempt to locate and identify the 
Romano-British occupation layers and to locate 
associated field systems. 

It is hoped that the definition of the many problems 
raised in this brief survey of the evidence for Roman 
Merseyside will enable future research to be directed 
more effectively to their solution. 
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DARK AGE MERSEYSIDE 

D.M. O'Hanlon 

Introduction 

The period under discussion stretches from the 5th 
century AD to the lOth, that is from the period of the 
so called end of Roman Britain to the Scandinavian 
settlement in England. This is often described as the 
Dark Ages (Collingwood and Myres 1949, 5) because 
of the problematic nature of its evidence. Research, 
both historical and archaeological, in the last two 
decades has brought new information and new 
interpretations which question the term Dark Ages 
(Alcock 1983, 57). 'Early Historic' (Alcock 1983, 50) 
and 'Migration' (Laing 1975, 3), are terms which have 
been used to describe this period, and all have their 
value. For the purpose of this report, however, the 
term Dark Ages will be used since it is familiar, and 
recognises the special difficulties presented by the 
nature of its evidence. This will be discussed more fully 
below. 

Merseyside, as has been noted elsewhere in this volume, 
is an area arbitrarily designed to serve modern 
administrative needs. Regional boundaries during the 
Dark Ages were constantly fluctuating and it would be 
unrealistic to consider Merseyside in isolation. Natural 
features, the Mersey and the Dee, the Pennines and the 
Irish Sea played a part in defirting the political and 
social development of the region, and in deciding 
whether Merseyside should be involved in political 
developments in north or south Britain. It is, therefore, 
intended to consider Merseyside in the context of the 
shifting politics of British and English kingdoms in north 
and west Britain. In particular the development of the 
kingdom of Rheged will be examined together with its 
implications for Merseyside. The importance of Chester 
will be stressed, particularly its British and Scandinavian 
connections. 

Consideration will be given to the historical concepts 
which underlie the history of Merseyside, to the extent 
to which the region represents an area of continuity 
with Roman Britain, and indeed with the preceding Iron 
Age, and to how far this continuity was disrupted by the 
adventus saxonum. 

Evidence 

There are no local literary sources relating to 
Merseyside in this period, but the major British, Irish 
and Anglo Saxon sources can throw a certain amount 
of light on the history of the northwest, and in this 
context Merseyside can be set. 

The main British contemporary or near contemporary 
sources give a gloomy picture of strife and disorder, 
where the British faced hostile Anglo Saxon neighbours 

with whom they were in constant conflict -

' ... the ferocious Saxons ... hated by man and God, 
should be let into the island like wolves into the 
fold,' .. 
(Winterbottom 1978, 26) 

Anglo Saxon sources paint a somewhat similar scene 

'473 In this year Hengest ... fought against the 
Welsh and captured innumerable spoils, and the 
Welsh fled from the English like fire' 
(Garmonsway 1978, 14). 

Irish sources, particularly the Irish Annals, have perhaps 
been under used in discussions on British history. 
Recently they have been re-examined (Smyth 1984, 25) 
in the light of events in north Britain in the 7th and 8th 
centuries, and useful inferences have been made. 

Archaeological evidence, in contrast to literary, tends 
to concentrate on the material development of a people 
and to give a picture of events at once more gradual 
and more restrained than the battle image of the 
chronicles. The invasionist - diffusionist debate, so 
eloquently summarised by Renfrew (1973, 272ff), 
illustrates the point. On Merseyside the archaeological 
evidence for settlement is scanty. Something can be 
gained from a scrutiny of early churches; cross 
fragments of the early Christian period exist, small finds 
have been recovered. Together with the historical 
record, a picture of developments on Merseyside can 
be made, and new questions can be posed. Place name 
evidence is useful for this period, and much reliance 
will therefore be placed on the work of place name 
scholars. 

Post-Roman Britain from the Sth to the 6th 
centuries 

The term post-Roman Britain, or perhaps more 
accurately, sub-Roman Britain (Thomas 1981, 274) is 
often applied to these two centuries. Alcock (1973, 99), 
on a more positive note, describes it as Independent 
Britain. During these centuries, much of the social, 
economic, administrative and political structure of 
Roman Britain gradually gave way to native institutions, 
and to the newer political developments under the 
incoming Germanic peoples from northern Europe 
(Salway 1984, 16 and 446-87). 

The phrase adventus saxonum used by Bede (Sherley 
Price 1982, 55-6) to describe the coming of the Saxons 
to Britain, conveniently summarises a series of events 
covering the first half of the 5th century. Although the 
English sources concentrate on the Saxons, it is possible 
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to see that the British, not only in the southeast but 
also in the west, were involved either in negotiations 
with, or warface against, the Saxons. Archaeological 
evidence suggests that Saxon advance in Britain, was 
confined during the pagan period, ie till about 597, to 
the south and east of Britain. The period map (OS 
1966 Map of Britain in the Dark Ages) graphically 
presents the evidence of the distribution of pagan Saxon 
burials in Britain which do not go beyond a line running 
from Flamborough Head in the northeast, through York 
and the Peak district to Portland Bill in the south. It 
might thus be possible to infer that major Saxon 
advance into the west did not take place until the early 
7th century, as indeed much of the literary and place 
name evidence also suggests. 

Saxon incursions into the west did occur, however, as 
early as the 5th century. In 429 Germanus, Bishop of 
Auxerre visited Britain (Morris 1980, 26) and as an 
ex-soldier successfully led a British force against a 
combined army of Picts and Saxons. The location of 
the 'Alleluia' victory has been much debated 
(Thompson 1984, 52) but it is possible that it took 
place at Maes Garmon near Maid (Bu'lock 1972, 11-3). 

In 434 the Annals of Ulster (Hennessy and MacCarthy 
1887, 5) record the 'first prey of the Saxons in Ireland'. 
These episodes were little more than forays into the 
Celtic world and were successfully repulsed. From them 
however, it may be possible to infer a fairly vigorous 
British presence in the Irish Sea area. 

Towards the close of the 5th century pressure upon 
the British increased from the Scots from Ireland, Picts 
from the north, and Saxons from the east. This is the 
period when individual Britons took over leadership 
and organised resistance but often failed to make this 
coherent among their own people. Vortigern, following 
Roman military policy, found himself in conflict with 
Ambrosius Aurelianus, the Emrys of Welsh legend 
(Morris 1980, 29-30). Arthur, assuming leadership 
probably a generation later, possibly came nearest to 
uniting the British against the enemy. His twelve battles, 
enumerated by Nennius (Morris 1980, 35-6), may well 
have been located as widely apart as north of the 
Humber to the Severn. His ninth battle was fought at 
the city of the Legion, which, if accepted as Chester 
(McPeake 1977, 43), suggests that British resistance in 
the Mersey region was vigorous and successful in the 
years around AD 500. 

The fate of the Britons 

The fate of the Britons after the adventus saxonum has 
been much debated. Gildas' account of the misfortunes 
of the Britons is one of violence and slaughter, 

'All the major towns were laid low ... fragments of 
corpses, covered ... with a purple crust of congealed 
blood .. .' 
(Winterbottom 1978, 27). 

This image coloured the thinking of historians of this 
period until the past few decades, when archaeology 
began to moderate the view. In the 1930s Myres was 
still able to write that great numbers of places inhabited 
in the Romano-British period were deserted 
(Collingwood and Myres 1937, 316). Archaeological 
evidence for the survival of towns and villas in Roman 
Britain recovered in the post-war period has changed 
this view (Frere 1974, 420-22). Chester is a case in 
point where occupation of some sort continued into 
the 4th and 5th centuries (McPeake 1977, 43; Laing 
and Laing n.d., 26; Salway 1981, 446-501; Thomas 1981, 
244). These authorities tend to favour the notion that, 
despite flight, plague and famine, many British stayed 
where they were in the latter part of the 5th and early 
6th centuries. Saxon settlement seems often to be 
located alongside Romano-British rather than to be 
overlying it (Salway 1981, 500; Frere 1974, 422). 
Jackson has further shown that although Anglo-Saxon 
gradually replaced British and Latin as the spoken 
language of southeast Britain, Cumbric, a form of 
British, was spoken in the west, in Cumbria, north 
Lancashire, Westmoreland and Strathclyde until the 
early llth century (1971, 6 and 9). Thomas, pursuing 
this theme, stresses the part played by Christianity in 
establishing a long continuity between Roman and sub
Roman Britain (1981, 59). 

Against the background of this thinking must be put 
the survival of the British on Merseyside, and there 
seems little reason why a settled British community 
would not have been living in the region in the 5th and 
6th centuries. 

Political Developments in relation to Merseyside: 
Sth to the lOth century 

During this period the evidence for events in 
Lancashire, both literary and archaeological is meagre 
indeed, but if Lancashire is considered in the wider 
context of the emerging kingdoms of the Celtic west 
and the Saxon south and east, then some developments 
can be seen. Those kingdoms whose history most 
impinged upon Merseyside are probably Rheged in the 
north, Gwynedd in the south, Northumbria in the east 
and later Mercia. 

The Welsh genealogies (Wade-Evans 1938, 101-107) 
indicates that the origins of Rheged, like that of its 
northern neighbour Strathclyde, lay with the shadowy 
Coel Hen of the late 4th and early 5th centuries, the 
later 'Old King Cole' of legend (Morris 1977, 54). This 
evidence does provide a tenuous link between the later 
stages of Roman Britain and the barbarian world of 
the post-Roman period. 

The boundaries of such a large and sprawling kingdom 
are not easy to define precisely, but at its greatest 
extent it may have included Galloway, Cumbria, 
Lancashire and the Pennines (Smyth 1984, 3). In the 
6th century Rheged seems to have split into northern 
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Rheged centred on Cumbria and Westmoreland, and 
south Rheged which included, as Morris suggests (1977, 
214), Lancashire within the old Roman province of 
Valentia. The name of Rheged may well have survived 
in such place names as Dunragit near Stranraer, and 
Rochdale, Lancashire (Bromwich 1961, 518). It is 
therefore suggested here that Merseyside formed part 
of Rheged and was involved in its development. The 
Roman centres of Carlisle, Lancaster, Catterick and 
York remained as foci in the post-Roman period 
(Salway 1984, 378, 412 and 463). A Romano-British 
population can therefore be postulated as surviving in 
and around these centres which by the mid 5th century 
may or may not have been functioning as towns. 
Literary evidence certainly supports this view. Even as 
late as 678 church lands in the Pennine are were still 
in British hands as Eddius the biographer of St Wilfrid 
describes (Webb and Farmer 1983, 123-4). 

Relations between Gwynedd and the northern British 
kingdoms seem to have been close, if somewhat 
turbulent, throughout the 5th and 6th centuries, as an 
episode commemorated in Welsh legend shows 
(Bromwich 1961, 109-116). 

In the mid 6th century the two sons of Maelgwyn of 
Gwynedd achieved considerable power, Rhun becoming 
king of Gwynedd while his brother Bridei Macmaelcon 
became king of the Picts. At some stage during his rule 
his brother-in-law Elidir sought unsuccessfully to seize 
power from Rhun. The importance of the story for the 
purpose of this review is that Elidir was of the Coel 
dynasty, and may as Morris suggests (1977, 213), have 
been king of south Rheged and Lancashire. Elidir sailed 
'from Penllech in the North to Penllech in Mon'. 
Although Penllech in the north is now a lost place 
name (Bromwich 1961, 114), Benllech in Anglesey looks 
northeastwards towards the Lancashire coast and may 
be considered to be 'Penllech in Mon'. A sea passage 
from some point perhaps on the Wirral and hugging the 
coast of Gwynedd would be feasible for those times. 

The sequel to the story may also have a bearing on 
Merseyside. A contingent of north British leaders, 
anxious to avoid an alliance between the two 
Macmaelcons, launched an expedition of revenge against 
Gwynedd. This, too, was unsuccessful and the north 
Britons retreated. Rhun, a worthy successor to his 
father, thereupon mustered his army and marched 
northwards to his brother. Again Merseyside may be 
involved. Rhun's route overland would be as Morris 
(1977, 216) suggests, either by way of York or more 
likely by Carlisle. In any case Rhun must have passed 
through Lancashire, if not Merseyside. 

Rheged probably reached its greatest strength under 
its king Urien, who ruled from about 570 - 590. He is 
described in the poems of Taliesin as a great warrior 
in the heroic sense and, more importantly, as the ruler 
of Catreath (Skene 1868, 345). Catreath is generally 
accepted as being located at Catterick (Smyth 1984, 
20-21), although this view has recently been challenged 

(Alcock pers. comm.). On the grounds of its strategic 
importance (Bromwich 1961, 516-520) Catraeth will be 
accepted as being located at Catterick for the purposes 
of this paper. 

Urien of Rheged seems to have had considerable 
political skill since he was able to form an alliance 
among the British kings to fight against the Angles of 
Bernicia. Unfortunately the alliance was bedevilled by 
the inability of the British to maintain it and Urien was 
treacherously assassinated by one of his rivals (Morris 
1980, 37-8). 

Very shortly after this, in about 600, another British 
alliance was defeated by the Angles at Catterick and 
thereafter the power of Rheged gradually declined, 
although it was still considered sufficiently important 
to provide a princess for Northumbria in the 7th 
century (Morris 1980, 36). The battle of Catraeth is 
commemorated in the very early British poem the 
Gododdin. In addition to describing its defeat, the poem 
also sheds some light on the composition of the British 
army. It was organised by Mynyddog of Gododdin in 
southeast Scotland and included contingents from the 
Picts, from Ayrshire, from the British kingdom of Elmet 
near Leeds, from Gwynedd and Anglesey (Jackson 1969, 
4-8). One verse is of particular interest in this context: 
'lsag the distinguished man from the region of the 
South, his manners were like the sea-flood for 
graciousness ... and pleasant mead-drinking .. .' Jackson 
(1969, 128) points out that to a Gododdin man, the 
south could mean Rheged or Elmet. It is tempting to 
see a mead drinking Merseysider in this 6th century 
Christian. 

The alliances formed at Catterick and the disunity 
among the leaders during Rhun's campaigns 
demonstrates the strength and the weaknesses of the 
British. They could unite under pressure, but lacked 
the political development to sustain it. They also 
demonstrate that communications among the British 
were close enough for the armies to muster from quite 
considerable distances. This surely suggests a fairly 
widespread population in the sub-Roman parts of 
Britain, and a population which was neither refugee 
nor isolated. The implication is that the threat from 
the Northumbrians was not serious until after the battle 
of Catraeth. 

Anglian penetration during the 7th and 8th 
centuries 

I 

Anglian advance westwards both from Northumbria in 
the northeast and Mercia in the south is discernible in 
the written record from the 7th century. 

In about 547 Ida of Northumbria established himself 
as king and built a fortress at Bamburgh (Garmonsway 
1978, 16-17). This date forms a traditional and 
convenient starting point from which to consider the 
growth of Northumbria and its relationship with the 
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northwest, although it need not be taken as the date 
for the first arrival of the Anglo-Saxons in Northumbria 
(Wainwright 1975, 1-6). Around 592 Ethelfrith 
succeeded to the kingdom of Bernicia and by a skilful 
marriage to a princess of Deira, consolidated his 
position. 

Ethelfrith's growing strength was perceived as a threat 
by his northern neighbours and in 603 a British alliance 
under the king of the Scots of Dalriada was defeated by 
Ethelfrith at Degsastan. As at Catterick, the British 
army drew allies from a wide area. A northern Irish 
contingent of the UiNeill was present, as was possibly 
a Bernician prince (Jackson 1969, 10). Although the site 
of Degsastan is not known for certain it is suggested 
that it took place at Dawston in Liddesdale (Stenton 
1971, 77). Such a location would give Ethelfrith a 
strategic advantage in the north since he was thus able 
to separate the Britons of Strathclyde from the Britons 
of Lancashire (Wainwright 1975, 1- 6). Bede's comment 
on the battle has, in this context, the ring of truth; 
'From that day until the present, no king of the Scots 
in Britain has dared to do battle with the English' 
(Sherley-Price 1982, 92-3). 

Strengthened by these victories, Ethelfrith turned his 
attention to the Britons centred around the Mersey and 
the Dee. Both Bede and the Anglo Saxon Chronicle 
record the battle of Chester in about 614, where 
Ethelfrith defeated a large number of Britons, 
supported by the monks from Bangor-is-Coed. Although 
Ethelfrith clearly aimed to attack the Britons, it is not 
clear to what extent this was part of a plan of conquest 
in south Lancashire and north Wales. Both Ekwall 
(1922, 231) and Wainwright (1974, 6-7) regard the 
outcome as a major step forwards in the Anglian 
colonisation of Lancashire. Jackson on the other hand 
is inclined to see it merely as an excursion (1971, 214), 
a view supported by Hunter Blair (1983, 36-7). 
However the battle may be viewed, there is no written 
evidence to suggest that Ethelfrith made much of an 
effort to consolidate this victory. Furthermore the 
British kingdom of Elrnet, despite its small size, survived 
intact until the reign of Ethelfrith's successor. This in 
itself would act as a bar to prevent Ethelfrith's full 
conquest of Lancashire. 

The penetration of Lancashire and Cumbria by the 
Angles gained in strength during the reign of 
Ethelfrith's successor, Edwin 617-632. He occupied 
Elmet (Morris 1980, 38) and brought Anglesey and 
Man under his rule. It is reasonable to infer from this, 
as does Ekwall (1922, 232) that the land opposite 
Anglesey and Man also came under Edwin's control. 
Jackson (1971, 214) again sounds a cautious note, 
stressing that there is inadequate place name and no 
archaeological evidence for English occupation west of 
the Pennines during the pagan period. This gains 
support from Sylvester (1962, 16) working on Cheshire 
place names. 

The campaigns of Penda and Cadwallon against Edwin 

in 632-3 formed a temporary setback to Northumbrian 
advance westwards. It did enable the Mercians in their 
turn to move northwards into south Lancashire 
(Thacker 1987, 243). Ekwall (1922, 230) suggests that 
the Mercian elements in the Lancashire place names 
supports the idea of a colonisation of Lancashire in this 
period. 

Penda continued his Northumbrian campaigns until his 
own death in battle in 655. Like other leaders of his 
time be set up alliances, which in 654 included the King 
of the East Angles, a number of British princes, and 
the king of Gwynedd (Morris 1980, 38). The route 
northwards taken by this warband is not known, but it 
is likely to have followed the old Roman system via 
Chester and Manchester, or even Wigan where place 
name evidence suggests the survival of many British 
communities (Fig. 2; Ekwall 1922, 225ff). 

The reign of Egfrith (670-685) is seen by some 
authorities, and Jackson (1971, 214) in particular, as 
being the period when Anglian settlement in Lancashire 
increased in intensity. A famous passage in the 8th 
century Life of Wilfrid is taken to illustrate this. Wilfrid 
is described as reading out a list of lands lately deserted 
by the British clergy (Webb and Farmer 1933, 123-4). 
Although it may be inferred that Anglian penetration 
of Lancashire had increased, it should be noted that the 
British clergy had maintained a presence there at least 
until 670 (Hunter Blair 1983, 48). During his reign, 
Egfrith also granted land at Cartmel in Lancashire to 
Cuthbert, a grant which included all 'the Britons with 
it' (Arnold 1882, 200). Thus at the end of Egfrith's 
reign it is clear that north Lancashire and Cumbria, 
Carlisle and Cartmel were in English hands. Bede 
(Webb and Farmer 1983, 79) describes how Cuthbert 
visited Egfrith's wife there, and received news of 
Egfrith's defeat and death at the hands of the Picts at 
Nechtansmere 685. 

Smyth (1984, 24-5), like Jackson, supports the idea that 
English inroads into the northwest did not gain 
momentum until the reign of Egfrith. He points to the 
marriage of Rieinmellt, great granddaughter of Urien, 
to Oswy of Northumbria 642-55 (Morris 1980, 36) as 
evidence of British strength in the northwest. He draws 
attention to the fact that Bede makes no mention of 
the establishment of English churches west of the 
Pennines in his own day. He furthermore points to 
entries in the Irish Annals which tell of British warriors 
fighting in Ireland between 682-709 (Hennessy and 
MacCarthy 1887, 131-159). This last piece of evidence 
suggests that the British were active in the northwest 
and in Ireland until the early 8th century, and Smyth 
himself suggests the possibility that 'the region from 
the Wirral to the Salway may have been in British 
hands almost up to Bede's own day' (1984, 25). 

Relations between Britons and Mercians became more 
clearly defined towards the end of the 8th century with 
the building of the great marcher earthwork known as 
Offa's Dyke. This delimited English and British territory 
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in the Marches, leaving in British hands some English 
held lands north of the Wye. 

By the late 8th century, however, it must be presumed 
from the evidence above reviewed, that English 
settlement in Merseyside was established and secure. 
The extent to which this was achieved by fighting or 
by peaceful penetration is debatable. The written record 
presents a picture of bloody but sporadic warfare. 
Placename and archaeological evidence on the other 
hand may not support this. 

The Scandinavians in Merseyside 

The written evidence for the Scandinavian settlement 
of England and its implications for Merseyside may be 
set against place name and archaeological evidence. 
This written material is not English, but Irish and 
Welsh. For this reason Wainwright suggests (1975, 86) 
that the corning of the Scandinavian to the northwest 
was relatively peaceful, and certainly that they came 
from Ireland rather than from the eastern parts of 
England. Their initial arrival was not however, peaceful. 
The Annals of Ulster (Hennessy and MacCarthy 1887, 
366-7) and the Brut y Tywysogion (Williams ab Ithel 
1860, 13) record the 'devastation of Anglesey in 853 by 
the Black Gentiles'. This was followed in 855 (Hennessy 
and MacCarthy 1887, 367) by the corning of Orm, 
leader of the Black Gentiles who was slain by Rhodri 
Mawr. These attacks do not seem to have been 
followed up, but by about 892 a Danish campaign 
directed against East Anglia, Northumbria and Mercia 
led to the arrival of the Danes at Chester. The 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (Garmonsway 1978, 88) records 
that Chester was at that time a 'deserted Roman site 
in Wirral' and Wainwright suggests (1975, 65-6, 75) 
that this may have been caused by unrecorded Norse 
raids from Ireland. Recent archaeological work in 
Chester however (McPeake 1977, 41-44), suggests that 
desertion of Chester was not total, and this may be 
supported by the now familiar story of the coming of 
Ingimund from Ireland to Wirral in 907. The story 
discussed by Wainwright (1943, 15-22) can in summary 
be said to describe how Ingimund and his followers 
settled in Wirral and attacked Chester, which had 
recently . been refortified by Ethelfleda, Lady of 
Mercians. Place name evidence certainly confirms an 
extensive settlement of Hiberno-Norse in Wirral and 
southeast Lancashire (Fig. 2). 

The Anglo Saxon Chronicle, although it says little about 
the Hiberno-Norse in the northwest, nevertheless 
indicates that a series of burhs was built by Ethelfleda 
and her husband to create a division between the 
Scandinavian settlers in the northwest and in Mercia 
(Garmonsway 1978, 95-105). As far as Merseyside is 
concerned the burhs at Chester, Runcorn and Thelwall 
are perhaps the most significant. It is tempting in this 
connection, to associate the moated site of 
Bromborough Court House, Wirral with part of the 
reconstruction campaigns of Ethelfleda. Its location at 

Bromborough Pool gives easy access to the mouth of 
the Mersey. Documentary evidence suggests that the 
site was occupied in the 13th century (Chitty and 
Warhurst 1979, 7-8) but limited excavations of the moat 
in 1979 (Freke 1979, 47-52) gave little indication of 
occupation prior to the 18th century. 

The English position was further consolidated during 
the reign of Edward the Elder 899-924. In 923 he 
received the submission of Welsh, English, Danes and 
Scots, the Strathclyde Welsh, and 'all the inhabitants 
of Northumbria, both English and Danes, Norwegians 
and others' (Garmonsway 1978, 104). The position of 
Merseyside illustrates the conflicting power politics of 
the period, indeed in 922!3 the Anglo Saxon Chronicle 
refers to 'Manchester in Northumbria'. Thus by the 
lOth century Merseyside was being drawn slowly into 
national politics, but its northwestern position continued 
to form both a strength and a weakness. Its isolation as 
an area remote from mainstream politics was not total. 
Merseyside may be seen as a crossroads, where 
conflicting power shifts are reflected. 

The debate associated with the Battle of Brunanburh 
illustrates this. Various sources, including the Anglo 
Saxon Chronicle and the Annales Cambriae, have 
recorded the defeat by Athelstan of a combined force 
of Scots, Britons, and Hiberno-Norse at a place called 
Brunanburh about 937. Its location is not known, and 
places as far apart as the Humber, and Burnswark in 
Dumfriesshire have been proposed (Kirby 1975, 26 and 
Anderson 1922, 429). On linguistic grounds, Dodgson 
(1972, 238-40) has suggested Bromborough, Wirral. 
While this is not certain there is much to support his 
argument (Bu'lock 1972, 54-5) and were it so it would 
emphasise the position of Dark Age Merseyside as a 
region much involved in the political struggle between 
Britons, Angles, and Vikings. 

Place Name Evidence 

In the absence of very detailed and specific written or 
archaeological material, place names provide a useful 
source of information for the survival of the Britons as 
Anglian and Scandinavian settlement proceeded. 

When Ekwall pioneered the work of place name study 
in Lancashire in the 1920s, he drew certain conclusions 
from their distribution. He suggested that the British 
presence in Lancashire at the time of the corning of 
the Angles, was fugitive or at best subordinate. This 
population he considered, was gradually absorbed by 
the Anglian incomers (Ekwall 1922, 224-7). Wainwright 
pursuing these lines of thought in the 1940s saw this 
conclusion as perhaps too generalised. He pointed out 
(Wainwright 1975, 21-28) that about half the British 
place names in Lancashire are situated not in 
inaccessible forest, hill or marshland but on the better 
land between 100-500ft OD, and indeed often lie close 
to later Anglian settlement. He argued that the 
distribution of British place names is related to the 
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Figure 2: British, Anglian and Norse settlement in Merseyside and further, selected sites referred to in the text. 
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Roman road system and indeed lists thirty-three British 
place names situated close to, or on Roman roads 
(Wainwright 1975, opp. page 1; see Fig. 2). He further 
indicated that the proportion of British river and 
smaller stream names is above the average for the rest 
of England. From this he concluded that a longer 
period of contact between Britons and English occurred 
in the country and elsewhere. 

As early as the 1930s Myres (Collingwood and Myres 
1949, 427) pointed out that many place names which 
appear to be 'thoroughly Teutonic' are basically Celtic. 
He gave the example of York, derived from the British 
Eburos - yew, Latinised as Eboracum, adopted into 
English as Eofor - boar, Norse as lorwik and then 
Anglicised again as York. Sylvester (1962, 8-9) pursuing 
the same theme, extends the arguments to include 
Cheshire, Shropshire and Herefordshire. Arrowe in 
Wirral (ON - erg, Mir - airge - shelter, Dodgson 1972, 
262) might provide a similar example. More recently 
Gelling (1984, 109) has indicated that a fruitful area 
of place name study lies in topographical settlement 
names such as clif, hill and denn, which may well prove 
to be the earliest indication of Anglo Saxon settlement. 
This in turn may lead to a consideration of continuity 
between Briton, Saxon and Scandinavian place names 
at a very local level. Although Ekwall (1922, 230) and 
Wainwright (1975, 7) supported an early Anglian 
colonisation in Lancashire, Jackson (1971, 214) took a 
more cautious view arguing that the evidence for early 
Anglian place names in Lancashire is not sufficient. 
Smyth, considering the evidence of the Irish Annals 
rather than place names, supports Jackson and sees 
Anglian colonisation in its initial stages as very gradual 
and piecemeal. 

Place name evidence suggests that Scandinavian entry 
into Lancashire appears to have been two pronged. A 
Danish presence moved from the east while the coming 
of the Hiberno-Norse from the west probably made the 
greatest impact on Merseyside as both Ekwall (1922, 
234-8) and Wainwright (1975, 105) suggest. The 
distribution of Norse place names in Merseyside tends 
to be coastal (Cowell 1983, 16; Lewis 1982, 27). Such 
a distribution supports the notion of a peaceful 
westward penetration of Norsemen, ready to settle on 
and develop Jess attractive land. Even the somewhat 
contentious coming of Ingirnund can be seen as part of 
a more prolonged and peaceful penetration of Wirral 
(Wainwright 1975, 161). 

Thus it would seem that place names provide one of 
the most useful forms of evidence for settlement during 
the Dark Ages. The relatively peaceful account it 
appears to present in contrast to that of the heroic 
literature is likely to be nearer the truth of what 
actually happened in Merseyside during the 5th to lOth 
centuries. Increased work on place names, particularly 
at the level of local and field names, needs to be done 
to throw further light on settlement patterns during the 
period. 

Evidence of Christianity 

Place names have indicated areas of settlement on 
Merseyside, which are not evident from archaeology, 
and some support from such settlement comes from 
the presence of churches and associated sculptures. 

The antiquity and continuity of use of circular 
churchyards in Britain particularly in the west, is 
discussed by Thomas (1971, 66-9). In this context 
Merseyside, both north and south of the Mersey, is well 
represented (Fig. 3). Of these, Walton-on-the-Hill was 
the matrix ecclesia of a very large parish, which included 
part of Sefton. The circular churchyard encloses a 
church in which there is now little evidence of pre
conquest fabric, although the font is a relic from an 
earlier church. The church of All Saints of Childwall 
with its earlier dedication to St Peter had a similar 
status. The association of Childwall with a well, known 
as the Monk's Bath, is also an indication of early 
origins. Incorporated in the wall of the south porch is 
a fragment of carved sandstone showing interlace which 
would seem to be of pre-conquest date. The font is also 
of some antiquity, but has been rechiselled. Two crosses 
were associated with Childwall, but they may be of 
medieval date (Farrer and Brownbill 1907, 103-4). 
Childwall parish church may be linked to the church 
of Walton-on-the-Hill by Childwall Lane and Score 
Lane, which were known in the 14th century as the 
Partway and which ran southwards along the western 
boundary of Halewood through Speke. It is likely that 
this trackway, now much widened, is of pre-conquest 
date (Cowell 1983, 34). There were priests at Walton 
and Childwall at the time of Domesday (Morgan 1978, 
269c) and it is plausible to project backwards from this 
and infer a long Christian presence in the area. 

Other matrices ecclesiae are Huyton, with its chantry 
well and dedication to St Michael, and St Mary's 
Prescot. The raised circular churchyard of St Mary's is 
particularly distinctive, and is associated with a holy 
well and possibly the site of a cell related to the earliest 
church (Davey 1978, 9-11). 

Kirkby with its Mercian dedication to St Chad is 
certainly a pre-conquest parochial chapel. Its red 
sandstone font is, however, Norman (Farrer and 
Brownbill 1907, 50-341). 

On the southeast just outside the boundary of 
Merseyside are several churches whose dedications 
suggest early origins. St Elphin's at Warrington, with 
its associated St Elphin's Well is an example. Despite 
Taylor's (1906, 217-9) assertion that the name refers 
to a local benefactor or to a fairy, it was a common 
Roman name in 4th and 5th century Britain (Salway 
1984, 340 and 480). A church of some standing, St 
Elphin's is described in Domesday as having one 
carucate of land (Morgan 1978, 269d). St Luke's at 
Farnworth was originally dedicated to St Wilfrid, and 
St Mary's at Leigh to St Peter, which might perhaps 
give them both Northumbrian associations. The 
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dedication to St Oswald at Winwick, together with the 
nearby St Oswald's Well recalls the battle of Maserfelth 
in 642, when Oswald of Northumbria was slain by 
Penda of Mercia (Sherley-Price 1982, 156). Maserfelth 
may be identified with Makerfield (Taylor 1906, 224), 
although Stenton prefers Oswestry (1971, 82). The 
centre and cross arms of a pre-conquest cross of Irish 
type (Romilly Allen 1894, 9) survive at Winwick. The 
east side is carved with panels of interlace, and the west 
carries traces of biting beasts. Panels on the ends of the 
cross are thought to represent the dismemberment of 
Oswald at the hands of Penda (Taylor 1906, 219-223). 
The site of an early Christian chapel and burial ground 
was identified during excavations at Southworth, 
Winwick in 1980 (Chitty 1981, 21; Freke and Holgate 
1990). Such a discovery is a reminder that early 
Christian churches were often built of wood 'after the 
Scots manner' (Sherley-Price 1982, 185) and that more 
of these sites may well be identified in the future. 

Taylor's list of pre-Reformation chapels highlighted a 
number of early sites. Although the dedications are 
unknown and the fabric is post-conquest, the chapels 
at Melling and Maghull have possibly a very early 
foundation. Dedications to St Cuthbert, again with 
Northumbrian associations, are found at North Meols 
and Halsall, and to St Helen at Sefton, where there 
there is an associated mill. St Helen is also 
commemorated at Hollinfare (Taylor 1906, 139). 

In Crosby a pre-conquest chapel may have existed as 
the place name Harkirk (ON grey or hoary) suggests. 
In 1611 a hoard of coins dated to about AD 915 was 
discovered at the supposed site of the chapel, and 
excavations in 1953 and 1971 revealed stone walling of 
some relevance to the site (Lewis 1982, 28-9). The 
association of holy wells with church sites is not 
unusual, and Taylor (1906, 125) has drawn up a useful 
list for south Lancashire. By their very nature wells are 
difficult to date but the element of sanctity and of 
healing with which so many pre-conquest and post
conquest wells have been invested suggests that many 
may be of great antiquity. A survey of wells recently 
undertaken in Merseyside, suggests an area of further 
fruitful research (Byrne et al. 1987-8, pers. comm.). 

Thomas (1981, 264) has drawn attention to the 
importance of the element ecc/es in relation to place 
names. He points out that churches at such sites had 
the status of a matrix ecc/esia of an area which, 
although large, was smaller than a modern county, and 
that the five hundreds of Lancashire each have an 
eccles place name element. Although no structural 
remains exist for instance at Eccleston, St Helens, there 
is a small disused burial ground and according to 
tradition there was once a chapel on the site (Farrer 
and Brownbill 1907, 362). In addition a cross used to 
stand in the old school yard. The associated field name 
Burying Hill has some significance here (Chitty 1981, 11 
and 21). Similarly, Eccleston in Cheshire may have been 
the matrix ecc/esia for Chester in the 6th century 
(Thacker 1987, 239). 

This evidence suggests that Christianity was well 
established in the northwest from Romano-British times. 
Bede's account of the two conferences held between St 
Augustine and the British bishops of Bangor-is-Coed 
lends weight to the argument (Sherley-Price 1982, 102). 

The extent of settlement and population during this 
period is difficult to assess from archaeological evidence. 
The ecclesiastical remains indicate that the head 
churches served very large areas, later to become 
parishes. Place names suggest a steadily increasing 
population (Fig. 2) but its density remains uncertain. 

Circular churchyards are well represented on Wirral. 
The dedication to St Bridget at West Kirby probably 
reflects Hiberno-Norse influence from the coming of 
the Scandinavians (Bu'lock 1972, 80). When however 
it is noted that St Bridget is the Christianised form of 
the pagan British city Brigantia (Thomas 1981, 28), 
then a very long continuity and survival of native culture 
may well be indicated. 

At West Kirby also are found fragments of two cross 
heads and two cross shafts probably dating from the 
lOth to 1 lth centuries while the fine hogback of grey 
sandstone probably dates from the 1 lth century 
(Thacker 1987, 289). It has a tile pattern on the spine 
and plait work along the sides. 

Other fragments of similar sculptures have been found 
elsewhere on the Wirral. A broken circle head cross 
found at Hilbre Island is similar in style to one from 
St John's, Chester (Romilly Allen 1894, 9 and 30; 
Bu'lock 1972, 77). At St Barnabas' church at 
Bromborough, three fragments of a cross shaft are 
known. The interlace decoration and the fragment of 
a circle head indicate a lOth to llth century date 
(Thacker 1987, 286; Romilly Allen 1894, 27-8). To the 
north of St Barnabas' is situated St Patrick's Well, the 
dedication of which carries overtones of Irish or indeed 
Romano-British influence. The church of the Holy 
Cross at Woodchurch, may originally have been the 
church serving Landican (OW Ian - church of Tecan, 
Dodgson 1972, 266-7). In addition to its very distinct 
circular and raised churchyard, the church is enclosed 
by Woodchurch estate which was laid out during the 
inter-war period in a circular pattern. This in turn 
would appear to be dictated by an earlier circular road 
system, in particular, Arrowe Park Road and 
Woodchurch Road which enclose its southern edge (OS 
6" map Cheshire XVIII 1850). The topography of this 
area is reminiscent of monasteries of the Columban 
Church where a small circular enclosure is surrounded 
by a much larger circular area of land cultivated by the 
monastery. Examples are common in Ireland, as for 
example the 6th century monastery of St Finnian, 
Clonard, Co. Meath and Mayne Graveyard, Co. Mayo 
(Thomas 1986, 1 and 30-2). A fragment of a circle head 
cross, probably of lOth to llth century date, was found 
at Woodchurch (Thacker 1987, 292). Occupying as they 
do a central position on the Wirral and lying between 
the 100-150ft OD, Woodchurch and Landican offer 
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some possibilities for further field work and aerial 
photography. 

At St Mary's and St Helen's Church, Neston, five 
fragments of circle headed standing crosses have 
recently been redescribed and redisplayed in the church 
(White 1986). Four of the fragments have been stored 
in the church since they were found in the foundations 
in the 19th century. The fifth was incorporated in the 
lintel of the west window of the belfry. This has recently 
been removed with a view to displaying all five 
fragments in the church. The decorations include 
interlace and cable mouldings, and hunting and warrior 
scenes. A priest is shown on one fragment fully vested 
wearing a maniple, a second fragment shows a 
horizontal, winged figure. The Neston crosses, though 
showing influences from Irish, Pictish, Manx and 
Cumbrian sources, are strongly Viking in style, as is 
seen particularly in the use of running chain interlace 
and step line patterns. They may be the work of a local 
native workshop and on stylistic grounds may be dated 
to the lOth to llth centuries. (Thacker 1987, 290). 

St Hilary's Church stands on a hill top within a large 
curvilinear green in Wallasey village. A large sculptured 
cross, possibly Anglo Saxon, once stood in the 
churchyard, but was broken in the 17th century and 
used for steps for the churchyard style. The base of a 
possible socket stone was found when the rectory was 
enlarged (Thacker 1987, 292). Chitty (1978, 8) has 
pointed out that the circular green is much altered and 
it is difficult to be certain whether the hill top might 
have carried early defensive works. 

A circular church site, marked as such in the 19th 
century (OS 1875, 6" Cheshire) at Moreton, Wirral, was 
investigated by the Archaeological Survey of Merseyside 
in 1987. Excavations revealed a large enclosure ditch, 
in the fill of which was found a silver penny of Eadwig, 
955-959. 

Of particular interest in this context, is the circular 
churchyard of the old church of St Mary at Overchurch. 
A recent survey of the site suggests that this circular 
enclosing bank is indicative of an early Christian 
presence in the area (O'Hanlon et al. forthcoming). The 
earliest church building known to have existed within 
the enclosure is of Norman foundation, but it is 
reasonable to consider the possibility of an earlier 
wooden structure. In the 19th century a stone bearing 
a Christian inscription in 9th century Anglo-Saxon 
runes, was found on the site, again suggesting a pre
conquest origin for the site. 

Small Finds 

In addition to the ecclesiastical evidence, small finds 
from both sides of the Mersey help to elucidate 
something of the settlement history of the region. By 
far the most numerous finds come from the lost site of 

Meals at Dove Point, Wirral. Most of these were 
discovered during the 19th century by local antiquarians 
as the sand dunes covering the site were gradually 
washed away by the sea. Collections of this material are 
housed in the Liverpool Museum, the Grosvenor 
Museum, Chester, Warrington Museum and the 
Williamson Art Gallery and Museum, Birkenhead. 

Four penannular brooches of late Romano-British style 
suggest that the site was occupied in that period 
(Bu'lock 1959, 3-5), and further finds of Anglian, 
Mercian, Saxon and Hiberno-Norse material indicate 
continuity of occupation, which lasted indeed until the 
medieval period (Chitty and Warhurst 1977, 20-1). The 
quantity of middle and late Saxon metalwork, consisting 
of ring brooches, pins and strap fittings, suggests that 
a fairly thriving settlement existed during that time. The 
Hiberno-Norse material, which includes a number of 
bronze ring headed pins, is similar, its dating is in 
accord with historical evidence for the coming of the 
Norse to Wirral (Wainwright 1975, 63-128). 

The coinage too, supports the evidence from the 
metalwork (Dolley 1961, 113). Two silver sceattas of 
7th and 8th century date, and copper stycas from the 
9th to the llth century confirm that not only was the 
settlement thriving, but that trade was vigorous and 
continuous. Of particular interest in confirming the 
existence of overseas communications and of a Christian 
connection is the finding at Meals of a pilgrim's flask 
of 6th to 7th century date, from the shrine of St Menas 
in Lower Egypt (Bu'lock 1972, 35). 

The site at Dove Point seems to have come to the end 
of its occupation during the 14th century, either by 
inundation or abandonment in favour of a site nearer 
the mouth of the Dee (Chitty and Warhurst 1977, 21). 
Stray finds have been recovered elsewhere and give 
some indication of British and Saxon activity in the 
region. These include a 6th century Anglo Saxon small 
long brooch of copper alloy, and a copper alloy strap 
end which can be paralleled from a group of strap ends, 
of the 9th century, from Whitby Abbey, Yorkshire. A 
head of a silver disc headed pin has parallels with 
objects from the Trewhiddle Hoard, Cornwall. It is of 
9th century date and was found in the coastal region of 
the Mersey (Philpott 1988, pers. comm.). A copper 
alloy pin has parallels with an Anglo Scandinavian pin 
from the Midland Bank site at York, and with one of 
the Meals pins (Bu'lock 1972, 10, Fig. 3). Two coins 
found at Moreton, may be taken as indicators of trade. 
These are a much worn stray find of a 6th century coin 
of Justinianus I and the lOth century silver penny of 
Eadwig, mentioned above. 

Though scattered and fragmentary, the recent finds tend 
to confirm that a fairly thriving trading system was 
operating in Merseyside during the Dark Ages, and that 
both the Dee and the Mersey became foci of this 
activity, which spread beyond the Irish Sea and into the 
Mediterranean. 
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Conclusions 

A case can be made here for the continuity of culture, 
as Britons, Angles, Saxons and Scandinavians gradually 
came to terms with one another in the north west 
during the Dark Ages. Perhaps the problem that is 
least well known, or well understood, that of the 
survival of the British, is the area which might in the 
future be more widely explored. Linguistic and textural 
studies of British sources (Grabowski and Dumville 
1984, vii) may argue for a prolonged British presence. 
It should be kept in mind that there may yet be 
evidence to be found at Camp Hill, Woolton. 
Excavations here in 1960 (Cowell 1985, 12 and 56) 
revealed the foundations of a rampart consistent with 
Iron Age construction. Bearing in mind that the Dark 
Age reoccupation of hillforts is now a well established 
phenomenon (Alcock 1989, 189-226), further 
excavations at Camp Hill may be rewarding. The cluster 
of Walton names south of Runcorn might be an 
indication again of a British presence. Redevelopment 
in the coastal area of the Mersey and the Dee, may, in 
the light of more refined archaeological techniques, be 
revealing. In this context, the discovery in the 19th 
century of wooden material in the Mersey/Sankey area 
of Warrington should not be forgotten (Madeley 1895, 
97-106). Aerial photography, especially in the rural 
areas of Merseyside, may provide useful clues. Stray 
finds, isolated in themselves, have a cumulative value. 

It is thus possible to take a positive view of the body 
of evidence for this period as it has gradually 
accumulated in the last ten years. The Merseyside 
region should certainly repay further investigation by 
archaeologists, both professional and amateur. 
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MEDIEVAL IANDSCAPES AND ESTATES 

J.M. Lewis 

Introduction 

Research into aspects of the medieval landscape and 
archaeology of Merseyside has been undertaken over 
little more than a century, and has involved a variety of 
disciplines. More recently, work by the Archaeological 
Survey and members of voluntary groups in the area 
has added considerably to the state of knowledge. The 
present paper aims to review the available material and 
to consider its value in terms of proposals for future 
work. 

During the 19th and early part of the 20th century, 
Lancashire and Cheshire had been fortunate in 
attracting the attention of researchers who transcribed 
and published thousands of medieval documents 
deposited in national and local collections. The Victoria 
County History (Farrer and Brownbill 1907-11) has 
proved invaluable in its provision of detailed manorial 
histories, often accompanied by topographical indicators 
such as watermills and windmills, manor houses 
(sometimes with a list of rooms compiled from post
medieval inventories) and moated sites, all of which may 
have left their mark on the present landscape. Other 
writers have concentrated on particular townships or 
manors, individual sites and buildings or topics, such as 
studies of the medieval field systems or the influence of 
the Royal Forest on the development of the landscape. 
Further aspects of research, such as the distribution of 
markets and fairs, have proved a useful source of 
information. 

The evidence should be viewed in the context of those 
townships which have been subjected to recent detailed 
fieldwork and analysis. Draft reports prepared by the 
Archaeological Survey for the rural fringes north of the 
Mersey provide the basis for the comments which follow 
(Chitty 198lb; Cowell 1982; Cowell 1983; Lewis 1982). 
This report refers only occasionally to tl'le evidence for 
medieval settlement and land use in the Wirral which 
has been published (Chitty 1981a). A survey of the 
evidence for historic towns in Merseyside has dealt 
effectively with urban settlement north of the Mersey 
(Philpott 1988). 

Medieval Survival 

Many areas and sites known from documentary sources 
lie within the urban conurbations and cannot now be 
located on the ground. The impressive moated site at 
Bank Hall, Kirkdale, for example (Farrer and Brownbill 
1907, 38 n16; Gregson 1817, 165), was demolished in 
1722 and is now covered by industrial development. In 
similar fashion, the extensive open field system at 
Garston, recorded from documentary sources by Youd 
(1958; 1962), cannot be traced on the ground. 

In the coastal areas survival is sometimes associated 
with wind and marine erosion and dune development. 
A settlement at Meals in Wirral, perhaps established 
in the Roman period, seems to have been subject to 
encroachment of sand and sea by the mid 14th century 
(Chitty 198la, 14). Less well documented is the 
disappearance of settlements, at Argarmeols (now 
Birkdale), Ainsdale, Formby, Ravenmeols and 
Morehouses (Little Crosby), north of the Mersey where 
coastal instability appears to have occurred in the 14th 
and 16th centuries (Lewis 1982, 61-64). &tate plans for 
Little Crosby in the 18th and 19th centuries indicate 
severe encroachment by sand in the vicinity of 
Morehouses and, indeed, the diaries of Nicholas 
Blundell in the early 18th century (Tyrer 1968; 1970; 
1972) frequently referred to the difficulties of keeping 
ditches cleared of blown sand or to periods of flooding. 
There is now no surviving evidence for medieval 
settlement in any of these areas. The coastal regions 
are covered with deep deposits of blown sand which 
are unresponsive to field investigation although 
monitoring of areas of erosion could be informative. 

Perhaps the most furtive medieval features are banks 
and ditches indicative of medieval field systems or 
parkland enclosure. Medieval grants made frequent 
reference to holdings separated by dykes and sykes but 
a later extensive expansion of agriculture, coupled with 
urban development, has succeeded in obliterating many. 
Coupled with this is the problem of the generally low 
lying nature of the landscape which necessitated the 
digging of ditches to assist drainage, at least throughout 
the historic period. For example, 'a messuage 4 perches 
Jong and 5 perches wide upon the diked river' was 
granted in Ince Blundell in the 13th century (Lanes. 
Ro DDin 53/2) and is testimony to the need for 
protection against flooding. At least part of Alt Marsh 
had been drained by dykes by 1242 though the residue 
of the marsh between Ince and Scholes (unlocated) was 
to remain untilled for ever as common pasture (Farrer 
and Brownbill 1907, 79). But flooding was an ever 
present threat throughout the medieval and later 
periods and Jed to extensive programmes of 
straightening and diversion of many watercourses. 
Although many of the mossland field systems appear 
to be a consequence of such works, medieval field 
boundaries, such as a bank at Thornton, can sometimes 
be identified on the basis of recorded field names which 
are traceable through to later estate plans and maps. 
This aspect of local research is still in its infancy but it 
seems that detailed studies of soil types coupled with 
place name evidence and linked with an examination of 
field systems shown on estate plans, may help to 
indicate the extent of settlement areas, boundaries and 
varieties of farming practices. Such a study has been 
undertaken recently as doctoral research at Manchester 
University (Kenyon, unpublished). 
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Townships, Settlement and Estates 

The township unit, as shown on figure 1, is based on 
tithe plans and 19th century Ordnance Survey maps. 
The variation in township sizes is noticeable. Those on 
Wirral are generally small with exceptions along the 
north coast at Moreton, Bidston and Wallasey. North 
of the river there is a cluster of small townships on the 
sandstone ridge in the south and west but further north 
and east they are considerably more extensive. The 
reason for this seems to be linked with the large areas 
of marginal lands, frequently manifest in peaty 
mosslands where large scale drainage and reclamation 
did not take place until the late post-medieval and early 
modern period. Indeed many of the straight boundaries, 
such as those which divide the coastal townships and 
those on the mosslands, can be dated to the 18th 
century or even later. Intercommoning on the marginal 
lands appears to have been widespread and often it led 
to disputes which resulted in formal definition of the 
bounds, particularly in the marginal areas. 

A survey of urban settlement north of the Mersey has 
been published recently (Philpott 1988). Making use of 
documentary soui:ces supported by field survey, the 
medieval elements of the boroughs have been identified 
and provide a valuable basis on which future research 
into the relationships between the urban and rural areas 
might be developed. So far there has been no 
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systematic research into the plans and development of 
villages and hamlets. Nucleated settlement is by no 
means the norm though, arguably, it is more frequent 
on Wirral and in the smaller townships on the 
sandstone ridge north of the river. Dispersed and 
isolated hamlets and farms are more usual especially in 
the larger mossland townships. Sometimes, as at 
Thornton and Little Crosby, crosses appear to have 
marked the limit of the village but further work is 
needed to compare this sort of evidence with that for 
crosses used extensively as boundary markers for 
landholdings and those believed to be wayside crosses 
(Lewis 1982, 44-45). Village greens are an infrequent 
feature even in the nucleated villages and it is by no 
means certain that they are of medieval origin. Many 
hamlet names incorporate the word 'Green' where it 
is difficult to identify a village green as such. Where 
they occur on or close to the township boundaries, it 
seems that they may well have been created from 
woodland areas or reclaimed mosslands. Clarification of 
the term and analysis of the topographical and 
settlement context in which it is used are required. 

The assumption that a reference in the Domesday 
record is a direct implication of a village unit has been 
shown to be full of pitfalls (Taylor 1983, 126-128). On 
Merseyside, although the Domesday survey for the 
hundred of West Derby makes reference simply to 
manors and their extent in terms of ploughlands and 
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Figure 1: Townships with .open fields and/or royal parks. 
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their value and that for Newton and Warrington is even 
more summary, the manorial history of many townships 
and estates can be traced throughout the medieval 
period (Farrer and Brownbill 1907, 1911) and may, in 
many instances, be linked to known sites or estates. 
There is little evidence for large scale settlement 
desertion, although intensive fieldwalking in the inland 
townships has been successful in producing medieval 
material which may relate to abandonment of individual 
farms. In Tarbock concentrations of pottery have been 
found at two sites on the perimeter of an area known 
as Old Field (Cowell 1982, 24, 27 Fig. 12). Aerial 
photographs show one of these sites as an area of small 
enclosures (Sheppard 1981, 89 Fig. 5). A scatter of 
medieval sherds from Oglet in Speke may represent the 
evidence for a small linear settlement which survives 
now as a couple of post-medieval farms. Here the 
documentary evidence suggests that, like Morehouses to 
the north, the hamlet operated its own field system 
(Cowell 1983, 60). Thorp in Melling was recorded in 
documents of the late 12th/early 13th centuries and 
appears to be focussed on the possible moated site at 
Melling House. Fieldwalking has produced a handful of 
sherds of late medievaVearly post-medieval pottery, 
together with one or two pieces of possible Roman 
material. Wholesale removal of settlement for 
emparking is not clearly indicated though this may have 
occurred at Knowsley (Cowell 1982, 38) and possibly in 
Sefton. Recent aerial survey is beginning to identify 
further areas of possible medieval land use and 
occupation in the Knowsley and St Helens districts. 
Together with the material collected during fieldwalking, 
this opens up new areas of research into settlement 
continuity from the post-Roman period. But fieldwalking 
for the recovery of medieval pottery has not been 
consistent for the area as a whole and, for the time 
being, the pottery distributions represent a biased 
sample which cannot in themselves demonstrate specific 
areas of medieval occupation (Davey, this vol.). 

On the present evidence a continuing conservatism and 
rebuilding on, or very close to, earlier sites remains a 
distinct possibility. 'The retreat from the margins' which 
led to the abandonment of settlement on a massive 
scale in the midlands and East Anglia in the 14th and 
15th centuries (Taylor 1983, 199) is not demonstrated 
on Merseyside. 

Subdivision of the Domesday ploughlands attached to 
medieval manors occurred from at least the early 13th 
century and appears to be associated with the system 
of overlordship and tenure (Lewis 1991). As a 
consequence, numerous estates of varying sizes were 
held in a variety of types of tenure out of which smaller 
landholdings were granted. With the possible exception 
of the Banastre family and their successors, the 
Langtons, as lords of Newton, and the Molyneux family 
of Sefton, none of the major landowners was resident 
in the area. The lands attached to the Banastre, Sefton 
and Widnes fees were, more or Jess, a consolidated 
group of townships, but those belonging to Warrington 
were scattered. The crown, with its principal holding at 

West Derby, was a major landowner but, if not held in 
demesne, the crown lands were frequently held by 
serjeantly or in thanage and again were somewhat 
scattered throughout the area. This seems to have led 
to a semi-independent group of mesne landlords who 
were free to make grants of land out of their estates 
(Lewis 1991). 

The distinction between small estates granted out of 
the principal manor in the early post-<.:anquest period 
and those which reflect a later expansion of settlement 
into the marginal fringes is not yet clear. For example, 
Brettargh Holt and Lee, both in Little Woolton, appear 
to have different origins. Brettargh was an identifiable 
holding by 1292 and described as a small estate in 1324 
(Farrer and Brownbill 1907, 119). On the other hand 
there is good reason to believe that Lee was originally 
the Domesday manor of Wibaldeslei and, although no 
evidence for nucleated settlement has survived, fieldwork 
has revealed ridge and furrow in the area (Cowell 1983, 
47). 

Some townships were extensively subdivided. By the 
early 14th century Sutton, held from the barony of 
Widnes, may well have consisted of several estates 
including Sutton itself, Burtonhead, Eltonhead, 
Ravenhead, Sherdley, and possibly Micklehead. Clearly 
the freedom for such estates to develop was not 
discouraged by the chief lords, barons of the Widnes 
fee. The Burtonhead estate in Sutton had been 
established between 1211 and 1240 (Farrer and 
Brownbill 1907, 356) and represented one-eighth of the 
whole vill. Land at Woodfall in Burtonhead was granted 
to Cockersand Abbey and Richard de Woodfall was 
described as a freeholder in 1302. A plan of 
Burtonhead, drawn in c. 1580, shows a hall, three 
named houses and three other buildings grou peel around 
an area of hedged closes to form a small dispersed 
hamlet (Lanes. RO DDSc 32/1; Chitty 198lb, 31). 
Subdivision of one of the enclosed fields suggests that 
it may have contained six separate strips which were 
perhaps farmed by the Burtonhead tenants. It is only at 
Micklehead, however, that a moated site can be 
identified and recent excavation has shown that it is 
probably post-medieval in date (Lewis, in preparation). 

Although monastic holdings both large and small were 
widespread, the only monastic house in Merseyside was 
at Birkenhead Priory on Wirral. Throughout the region 
landowners made grants, often of marginal land, to 
different monastic houses which more often than not 
released the land to resident lay tenants, thus creating 
a series of small tenancies within townships. On Wirral 
the townships of Hoose, Birkenhead and Noctorum 
were held in entirety under monastic administration 
but, as elsewhere, they seem to have been associated 
with dispersed settlement and enclosure. Only at 
Woodchurch, which with Noctorum was held by the 
Abbey of St Werburgh in Chester, was there a parish 
church associated with a nucleated village and two open 
fields. North of the river the manors of Little Woolton, 
with the possible exception of the Lee and Brettargh 
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estates referred to above, and Much Woolton, together 
with Linacre in Bootle, were held by the Knights' 
Hospitallers in entirety and here again they seem to 
have been granted out to lay tenants. In a similar 
manner the lands granted to Cockersand and Whalley 
Abbeys, whether small consolidated estates or scattered 
holdings, usually appear to have been held at farm by 
local people. 

With varying degrees of accuracy the small estates can 
be related in general terms to the modern landscape 
and often correspond with the site of existing farms or 
hamlets. But the identification of sites representative 
of medieval occupation presents problems unless they 
are accompanied by earthworks such as the series of 
moated enclosures in Bold (Chitty 198lb, 35-39 Fig. 
12). An extensive assessment of tithe plans and early 
maps for the region north of the Mersey has been 
undertaken and is producing evidence for subdivided 
townships where estates are associated with one or 
more moated site (Lewis 1991). These may be 
contrasted with other estates, such as those in Kirkby 
or Whiston, Windle or Parr, which lack evidence for 
moated enclosure but where the field systems could 
date from the medieval period. Isolated farms, such as 
Newton Park Farm which survives as a group of l 7th 
and 18th century structures within a former medieval 
park, may well incorporate or mask earlier origins which 
could be destroyed unwittingly in the course of 
modernisation and refurbishment. 

Parishes, Churches and Chapels 

Parishes north of the Mersey were very extensive and 
consisted of several townships served by a mother 
church. Only at Walton, Childwall and Winwick can a 
church be implied from the Domesday records, but 
almost certainly the parishes of Huyton, North Meols 
and Prescot were in existence at or soon after the 
conquest. With the exception of North Meols all were 
associated with dependent chapels which served a more 
local community, sometimes drawn from several 
townships. In some cases the parish church was up to 
five miles or more from a dependent settlement, 
something that the church commissioners of 1650 
sought to amend (Fishwick 1879). The enormous parish 
of Prescot contained 15 townships and was divided into 
two portions with a dependent chapel at Farnworth in 
Widnes. The parochial chapel at Kirkby may perhaps 
have been in existence before the creation of the 
extensive parish of Walton (Farrer and Brownbill, 55 
n3). Also in Walton the chapel at Ravenmeols was 
separated from the mother holding by the creation of 
Sefton parish, probably in the late 12th century, which 
may reflect the growing importance of the Molyneux 
family as feudal overlords. Its creation perhaps resulted 
in the disappearance of the Harkirk in Little Crosby 
and a possible church site in Litherland, both of which, 
like Ravenmeols, lay a little distance from the known 
settlement focii and may have been attached to Walton. 
The site of the Harkirk was re established in the 17th 
century as a consequence of religious persecution and 

led to the discovery of a hoard of lOth century coins 
(Lewis 1982, 28-29, 38-39). 

Pre-Reformation chapels at Rainford, Billinge and 
Hardshaw are associated with linear settlement which 
seems to have developed in the 16th century. It can 
perhaps be assumed that these chapels, all of early 16th 
century date, were placed in pre-existing centres of 
scattered if not nucleated settlement (Chitty 198lb, 28). 
Billinge chapel dates from about 1536 and its con
struction may reflect the dissolution of Upholland Priory 
near Wigan after which the inhabitants of Billinge found 
it too far to travel to Wigan parish church (Giblin n.d.). 
If so, it could in the first instance have served a 
scattered community. Settlement in the vicinity of the 
chapel may not have developed until later. 

On Wirral parishes were not as extensive as those north 
of the river. Many townships had nucleated villages with 
a church or chapel together with a manor house as a 
focus of settlement. Pre conquest churches are known 
to have existed at a number of locations and, except at 
Upton and Hilbre, they formed the centres of later 
medieval settlement. At Bromborough, West Kirby and 
Woodchurch circular or oval enclosures, characteristic 
of early foundations, are associated with the church 
(Chitty 1981a, 8, Figs 5, 9). A medieval chapel at 
Moreton had been demolished by the end of the l 7th 
century (Chitty 198la, 14). Its site has been excavated 
recently (Philpott, in preparation); no recognisable 
evidence for a church was identified but lOth century 
occupation of the site was indicated. 

Licences for oratories were granted to several of the 
local landowners; the evidence north of the Mersey is 
tabulated below. Probably the chapels were attached to 
the place of residence and all appear to be associated 
with moated sites. 

Structural evidence for these chapels or oratories has 
disappeared but the ruined St Catherine's Chapel at 
Lydiate, for which no licence has been found, appears 
to date from the late 15th/early 16th century and to 
have been erected by the manorial lord (D'Arcy 1990; 
O'Hanlon 1977; Lewis and O'Hanlon, 1990). A free 
standing structure, St Catherine's may be compared in 
architectural style with the similarly ruined parochial 
chapel of St Thomas of Canterbury at Windleshaw near 
St Helens, which had been founded by Sir Thomas 
Gerard (Farrer and Brownbill 1907, 376 n14) probably 
in the early 16th century. In these areas of extensive 
parishes, apart from serving the religious needs of the 
landowning families, the domestic chapels may well have 
acted as places of worship for the community, and 
indicate that the local population lacked both the 
numbers and economic means to improve the situation 
(Chitty 1981b, 41). Throughout the late 16th century 
until the 18th century many catholic families and their 
tenants continued to practise their faith secretly and 
houses, such as Crosby Hall, Lydiate Hall and Birchley 
Hall, contained small chapels which may have had their 
origins in the medieval period. 
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Table 1: Grants of licences for oratories (VCH is the Victoria County History, Farrer and Brownbill, 1907) 

Township Date of Grant Reference 

Ashton (Garswood or Atherton) 

Bold 

Eccleston 

Haydock(or Burtonwood) 

Rainford 

Tar bock 

Standing Buildings 

Medieval buildings survive but rarely outside a religious 
context and even many churches or chapels of known 
medieval foundation have been so extensively altered 
that their origins are not immediately obvious. The only 
monastic buildings, at Birkenhead Priory, still contain 
medieval features but these, also, have been the subject 
of much alteration. 

At Brimstage, on Wirral, part of the 14th century 
manor house and its fortified tower survive adjoined to 
the post-medieval hall (Chitty 1981a, 12) and a fine 
timbered roof of c. 1500 still exists, supported on brick 
walls, at the moated site of Rainhill Hall Farm, near St 
Helens. The practice of timber frame construction 
continued well into the post-medieval period. The 
courtyard buildings at Lydiate Hall date from the first 
half to the 16th century (Lewis and Samuels 1990; 
Leggett 1990) and the final range at Speke Hall was 
completed towards the end of that century (Tibbles 
1983). Recent restoration work at Speke has recovered 
evidence for two cruck-framed buildings which may, 
however, be considerably earlier. Documentary evidence 
suggests that a fine seven-bayed, box-framed barn at 
Newton Park Farm, Newton-le-Willows, dates from the 
early 17th century (Lewis 1988). Timbers from the 
cruck framed Scotch Piper Inn in Lydiate, have given 
dendrochronological dates for the early to mid 16th 
century (Leggett 1990). Other cruck buildings have 
produced dates well into the post-medieval period 
(Leggett 1982). In Prescot one or two buildings have 
timber framing which may be of the same late date 
(Davey 1978; Philpott 1988, 26) and a recent study has 
recorded evidence for a timber-framed building at 
Greasby on Wirral. 

Field systems and landuse 

Throughout the area nucleated villages with an 
accompanying system of open fields (Fig. 1) contrast 
with townships where dispersed settlement and 
enclosure are the usual pattern. Studies of open field 

1360 

1387 

1395 

1387 

1391 

13C 

(VCH 1907, 436) 

(VCH, 1907, 405 n3) 

(VCH, 1907, 363-4 n12) 

(VCH, 1911, 139 n27) 

(VCH, 1907, 382-3 n12) 

(Webb 1970, 118-119) 

agriculture and communal farming practices in 
Lancashire and Cheshire have been undertaken by 
Youd (1958; 1962) and Sylvester (1957) respectively. 
Youd's researches identified open arable fields, common 
meadows and pastures in many of the coastal townships. 
More recently the evidence has been the subject of 
discussion by Elliott (1973). Bakewell has made a 
detailed study of Ince Blundell and Sefton (1983). The 
evidence for Little Crosby has been examined (Tyrer 
1962; Leggett 1981) and post-medieval sources for 
Formby and Ainsdale have been considered (Morton 
1981). 

On Wirral nucleated settlement with up to three open 
fields contrasts with four townships where there is 
dispersed settlement and no identifiable open field 
system (Chitty 198la, Fig. 9). The juxtaposition of 
Woodchurch, where there were two open fields, a 
nucleated village and parish church, with the dispersed 
settlement of Noctorum, both belonging to the Abbey 
of St Werburgh, calls for more detailed research into 
the farming practices of that house. It has been pointed 
out that on Wirral at least the estates of the Abbey of 
St Werburgh were based upon a village economy 
(Chitty 198la, 15-16). 

The Domesday survey for West Derby Hundred makes 
reference simply to manors and their extent in terms 
of ploughlands and their value. Although the 
assessments imply land under cultivation there is as yet 
no clear archaeological evidence for the location of 
settlement foci from which manorial labour could have 
been drawn. Commenting on the agrarian system of 
the vills within the bounds of the Royal Forest in the 
13th century, Cunliffe Shaw has cited numerous land 
grants which demonstrate that there was a wide band 
of cultivable land across much of southwest Lancashire. 
Here there was systemised and intensive cultivation 
around every nucleated hamlet, with great subdivision 
of ownership. In the more wooded areas to the east 
there were many assarts as well as fully developed 
townfields around centres of habitation (Cunliffe Shaw 
1956, 296). Some of the small estates around the 
township fringes, such as Burtonwood in Sutton, seem 
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to have operated an independent system of farming. 

Recent fieldwork and documentary research have 
confirmed that enclosure and isolated settlement have 
been found throughout the east of the region, though 
Newton proves an exception. Here the vill was the head 
of the hundred and is the only township for which there 
is clear evidence for nucleation and communal farming 
(Chitty 198lb, 33; Philpott 1988, 51-58). Otherwise a 
dispersed pattern of settlement predominated 
throughout the post-conquest period, and even in the 
19th century a large proportion of the rural population 
Jived in scattered farms and cottages. Further, it seems 
that enclosure had occurred early and that the dispersal 
of settlement was not an effect of the consolidation and 
reapportionment of common land (Chitty 198lb, 28-29). 

To the west, Sefton and the adjoining township of 
Litherland were clearly dominated by one resident lord 
under whom a pattern of tenure and land management 
typical of nucleation and open field farming might be 
expected. But in Sefton, at least in the 18th century, 
an isolated manor house, church and watermill were 
surrounded by demesne farmland subdivided into closes 
which contrasts strongly with the map evidence for 
nucleated settlement and open fields held in severalty 
in Litherland at the same date. To some extent this 
may be due to the influence and increasing status of 
the manorial lord in Sefton by consolidation of earlier 
holdings and emparkment, which would have resulted 
in the gradual disappearance of the common arable 
fields (Elliott 1973, 53). It has been suggested that a 
'view of decayed housing' in Sefton in 1411 may indicate 
long term decay of messuages perhaps closer to the 
manorial buildings (Bakewell 1983, 19) but evidence for 
such structures was not confirmed by fieldwork. In fact 
the scattered hamlets of Lunt, Buckley Hill and Windles 
Green, which border Sefton township, may have 
supplied labour to a consolidated demesne. None of the 
documents examined so far has provided any direct 
evidence for open field management in Sefton and 
comparative study of the farming practices in both 
townships would be valuable. 

Extensive mosslands were a valuable resource for both 
pasture and turbary; as an important element in the 
local economy they were frequently the subject of 
dispute as a result of intercommoning. Pasturage for 
sheep, goats and cattle was the most common cause of 
dispute in the later period, but reference to mares in 
monastic grants of the late 12th and early 13th century 
(Cunliffe Shaw 1956, 341) suggests that horse breeding 
may also have been an important activity in Lydiate 
and Ravenmeols both of which bordered the extensive 
mosslands of Altcar. 

A mixed farming economy is clearly indicated for the 
area. Even at Garston, where Youd identified an 
extensive open field system (1958; 1962), clearly there 
was land available for the pasturage of 500 sheep, 20 
cows, oxen and draught horses granted to Cockersand 
before 1206 (Farrer and Brownbill 1907, 122 no. 3). 

Many of the problems of understanding the variations 
in settlement patterns and land use are only now 
beginning to emerge and clearly there still remains a 
great deal of documentary research for the area as a 
whole. Linked with the evidence for subdivision of 
landholdings into small estates, it seems that in many 
areas independent patterns of settlement and agriculture 
had been established long before the early 14th century 
decline in the agricultural economy which elsewhere in 
England led to the jettisoning, by the seignorial lords, 
of their less productive lands on their demesnes (Miller 
and Hatcher 1978, 61). Moreover the raising of the 
forest Jaws seems to have led to an expansion of 
settlement and agriculture into the woodland and 
mossland areas. The very nature of small estates, 
managed from a single farm with a limited number of 
dependent tenants, may well have assisted in stabilising 
the effects of the agricultural downturn. 

Woodland 

With the exception of the coastal area, timber was an 
economic resource of many townships, though grants 
indicate the clearance was taking place in the 12th-14th 
centuries (Cowell 1982, 34; Chitty 198lb, 25-26; Lewis 
1982, 13-14). 

In 1086 the extent of land under timber in Newton 
hundred appears to have been greater than the area of 
the hundred and may, in fact, have extended into 
Warrington (Terrett 1962, 409-410). An examination 
of the evidence is beyond the scope of this summary, 
but it suggests that the whole of Newton was extensively 
wooded. This is borne out by minor place names such 
as Garswood, Windleshaw and Blackleyhurst, and grants 
of tenants' rights to timber and pannage which occur 
throughout the area. Monastic charters clearly indicate 
that woodland survived in the townships of Bold, 
Eccleston, Windle and Billinge. But as elsewhere it was 
being cleared and enclosed in the 13th and 14th 
centuries. Indeed in 1327 Eccleston wood was said to be 
beginning to decay (Chitty 198lb, 27). 

Further west, grants of pannage indicate woodland in 
many townships in the late 12th/early 13th century, and 
the southern half of Tarbock, an area of manorial 
woodland, was not enclosed until the 17th century 
(Cowell 1982, 34). In the same township a grant to the 
lepers at Rudgate in c. 1276-83 included quittance of 
pannage for 20 pigs in the common wood (Webb 1970, 
121). Similar evidence is forthcoming from the records 
of grants to Cockersand Abbey in many townships 
bordering the mosslands. 

On the whole, clear evidence for nucleated settlement 
in the woodland areas is lacking. The considerable 
number of 'green' place names has already been noted 
and is associated with hamlets or farms on or close to 
the township boundaries. These may represent assart 
of former woodland or mossland areas but as yet their 
medieval origins are unproven. In a similar manner 
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'peel' names sometimes oc:cur within former woodland 
areas. Although, as at Piele Hall in Haydock, they are 
oc:casionally associated with moated sites, originally they 
may indicate an enclosure or palisaded assart. 

The greater part of the area north of the Mersey was 
taken into the bounds of the Royal Forest in 1088-94 
(Cunliffe Shaw 1956, 10). As such it was subject to 
forest legislation and the only vills excluded at the time 
of the forest inquisitions in 1334-36 were in the north 
(North Meols and Argarmeols) and east (Rainford, 
Windle, Billinge, Ashton, Haydock and Newton) 
(Cunliffe Shaw 1956, 164). Clearly for administrative 
and legislative purposes, the forest included areas of 
coastal duneland and mossland as well as woodland. 

The effect of the forest laws on woodland assart and 
the expansion of agriculture has yet to be considered. 
Analysis of the development of the landscape following 
disafforestation in the 14th century would provide 
valuable information about settlement patterns and 
landuse. Within the forest areas in townships such as 
Lydiate and Maghull, large scale assarting may well 
have been a consequence of the lifting of the forest 
laws. There is considerable potential for further 
fieldwork and research, particularly at Halewood on the 
lands attached to the moated site at Lovel's Hall and 
on the Garswood estate in Ashton where aerial 
photographic survey has produced evidence for as yet 
undated enclosures. 

Hundredal Manors: West Derby, Newton and 
Warrington 

West Derby castle was the administrative centre for the 
royal estates between Ribble and Mersey in the period 
following the conquest. Although not specifically 
mentioned at the time of the Domeday Survey, almost 
certainly its origins lay in the pre conquest period but 
by the 13th century its importance was coming to an 
end. Although the town of West Derby appears to have 
achieved borough status before 1237 (Philpott 1988, 
42-43), by this time the focus had been transferred to 
Liverpool which had received royal charters from Henry 
I in 1128 and 1129. These were followed by John's 
charter in 1207 and a further charter by Henry III in 
1229 (Davey and McNeil 1985, 1). The construction of 
Liverpool castle between 1232 and 1237 seems to have 
been the final blow in the decline of West Derby's 
importance. By 1297 it was said that 'in the town fields 
of Derby there was a certain site of an old castle, where 
the capital messuage used to be, with the circuit of the 
ditches' (Farrer and Brownbill 1907, 13) and the place 
seems to have been used as meadow. By 1323-24 
herbage of a ditch around the castle, together with a 
plot called the mill pool, was worth 13s 4d (Farrer 
1907, 207) and in 1346 the site of the castle with a 
parcel of meadow was worth 20s yearly (Farrer 1915, 
78). 

The structural nature of the castle is uncertain. A 

mound called Castle Hill was depicted by William Yates 
on his map of 1786 and it has been said that the field 
was levelled in 1817 and ploughed in 1820 (Farrer and 
Brownbill 1908, 543-545). Archaeological excavations 
in 1927, in advance of housing development, recovered 
evidence for a double ditch around a central area and 
a single ditch which surrounded the bailey (Droop and 
Larkin 1928, 47-55). The absence of masonry suggested 
that timber was the dominant building material. 
Examination of structural evidence for the bridge 
timbers recovered from the bailey ditch led Stuart 
Rigold to believe that it can be dated to the time of 
Stephen, 1135-1154 (Rigold 1975, 48-91 passim). He 
concluded that the bridge was a primary feature of one 
phase and the earliest recorded example of its type. All 
the artefacts have now been lost but published 
photographs have led to the suggestion that the 
material recovered from the ditch dated to 
abandonment after the mid 13th century (Davey 1977, 
68). A re-examination of the published sections has 
produce no clear evidence of overburden such as might 
be expected from levelling of a large earthwork and it 
is possible that the castle was a ringwork. Such 
interpretation would place West Derby castle alongside 
a possible ringwork at Chester castle and the sites at 
Buckton and Pennington in Lancashire (Cathcart King 
and Alcock 1969, 112, 117). 

At Che time of writing, archaeological excavations 
immediately east of the castle site have produced 
evidence for structures of possible medieval date, 
associated with a wide, shallow watercourse (Philpott, 
in preparation). 

Castle Hill at Newton-le-Willows was held by the lords 
of the Newton fee and survives as a circular mound 
with a flat top. It was first excavated in 1843 in the 
belief that it was a prehistoric burial mound (Sibson 
1843, 325-347). This preconception somewhat coloured 
the interpretation of the evidence but re-examination 
of the published report now suggests that the mound 
had been constructed over an earlier feature, possible 
incorporating a timber structure. No objects were 
recovered to assist in dating the monument though a 
fragment of possible Roman mortarium was illustrated 
in the published report. 

Erosion patches on two sides of the mound were re
excavated in 1987-88 with the intention of recovering 
for reinterpretation of Sibson's work (Lewis, in 
preparation). A wide, rock-cut ditch was found on two 
sides of the mound, but contained no datable evidence 
for its construction or period of use. Likewise 
excavation of the erosion patches produced no 
structural evidence to support Sibson's claim that it was 
the 'burial place of Celtic kings'. More plausibly the 
mound perhaps represents the foundations for a 
medieval wooden watchtower sited on the edge of the 
highway which ran between the Roman and medieval 
towns of Warrington and Wigan. The 1987-88 
investigation also examined the surrounding field for 
evidence of a bailey. It was found that the topsoil had 
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effectively been removed down to natural boulder clay. 
The ground had then been made up by extensive 
depositions of modern debris, probably associated with 
the construction of the nearby M6 motorway in the 
early 1960s. 

Whether the mound was associated with other features 
suggestive of defence or settlement is not known. The 
earliest documentary reference occurred in 1465 when 
Castle Hill and an ancient ditch separating the hill from 
the adjacent land were recorded (Philpott 1988, 16). If 
a medieval date for the mound can be accepted, it may 
have fallen into disuse in the early 14th century when 
a licence to crenellate Newton Hall was granted in 1341 
to Robert de Langton, the lord of Newton. This site, 
which was probably moated, seems to have been located 
south of Newton High Street, at some distance from 
Castle Hill (Philpott 1988, 16-18). 

Moated sites 

Moated sites are the most widespread medieval 
earthwork feature in the region and have been found 
in 33 out of 94 townships (Figs 2, 4) with an increased 
concentration in the eastern townships north of the 
Mersey. Whilst on Wirral townships with a single site 
are more usual, north of the river several townships 
have more than one moat. Reasons for the creation of 
more than one site within a township seem to be a 
consequence of different types of tenure, topography 
and estate management. 

A total of 62 moated sites has been identified 
(Appendix) and supersedes the number published by 
the Moated Sites Research Group (Chitty 1982). In 
arriving at this figure many sites have been recorded on 
the basis of documentary references from both 
published and unpublished sources (Lewis 1991). 
Checking in the field by the Archaeological Survey has 
been followed by measured survey of 15 sites added to 
which a further eight sites north of the Mersey still 
require detailed fieldwork. 

Since the mid 19th century many sites have been 
destroyed by urban development. Sometimes evidence 
was recovered prior to destruction as at Wright's Moat 
[19] and Old Hutt [18] (Wrathmell, forthcoming) but 
elsewhere (Yew Tree House [20]) the only available 
information had to be recorded whilst development was 
taking place (Warhurst 1977). At Sefton Old Hall [45] 
archaeological excavations in the 1950s were followed 
by partial destruction of the site by road construction 
(Lewis 1981a; 1981b). Although others have been 
subject to ditch infilling or rebuilding of structures on 
the platform, as assessment of form and dimensions 
and the disposition of buildings is possible by means of 
map evidence though this may not necessarily represent 
the unaltered medieval earthwork. 

The evidence for moating is less certain when a ditch 
or group of ditches is associated with or near the site 

of a known medieval building, but does not fulfil the 
criteria as laid down by Taylor (1978). Such ditches are 
a common feature of the landscape, particularly on the 
mossland fringes north of the Mersey, where ditch 
digging may have been necessary in order to provide a 
dry site and was not a deliberate attempt to establish 
a moated enclosure. Ditches and ponds, which may fall 
into this probable or possible category of moats, have 
been identified at several sites (Appendix). Although all 
are suitable candidates in terms of tenurial status the 
physical evidence for moats is less secure. 

a) Form and dimension 

The majority of sites are square, rectangular or sub
rectangular single, enclosures such as those occurring 
on the Lancashire Plain (Withersby 1976, 7) and in 
Greater Manchester (Tindall 1985, 11). Occasionally, 
as the Old Hutt [18), a series of concentric ditches lies 
outside the moat ditch. Aerial photographs of Lovel's 
Hall [17] and Sefton Old Hall [45] suggest that the 
earthworks were more extensive and, perhaps, 
incorporated a pair of moated enclosures and ancillary 
features. The double enclosure at Garswood [1] may 
be similar. 

With the exception of the Court House at 
Bromborough [56), on Wirral, (3.2ha) (Chitty and 
Warhurst 1979; Freke 1981, 47-52) all the moated sites 
are small and the platform areas fall between 0.03ha 
and 0.63ha. The ditches vary in width between Jess 
than 4m to over 20m but are often of varying width at 
a single site, perhaps due to alterations since the 
medieval period. 

b) Altitude and Location 

The most elevated sites, such as Blackleyhurst [4) (99m 
OD), lie in the townships in the east and contrast with 
a group (21 % ) situated on the mossland fringes along 
the banks of the rivers Alt and Ditton and the lowland 
areas of the Wirral, where they lie at c. 7.5m. OD (Figs 
3 and 6). 

Most are situated on boulder clay; Mossborough Hall 
[39] lies on a small island of boulder clay and Shirdley 
Hill Sand surrounded by peat mosslands (Hall and 
Folland 1970, Fig. 17). Formby Hall [15], on blown 
sand at the edge of peat mossland, contrasts with 
Lydiate Hall [31] which lies on a sandstone outcrop. 
Here the single linear ditch is rock cut and steep sided. 
A rock cut moat at Newton [37) appears to have 
existed in 1634, and demonstrates a tradition of moat 
building continuing into the post-medieval period (Chitty 
198lb, 36). 

The majority of sites lie some distance from the 
township centres (Fig. 5) and are related to individual 
consolidated estates. North of the river the five moats 
in Halewood are all close to the boundaries, and at 
Bold only the principal holding [6] of a total of seven 
moats is placed centrally and one, Barrow Old Hall [5], 
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Figure 2: Distribution of moated sites related to townships, one site in Haydock not located. 
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Figure 3: Moated site distribution in related to topography, contours at 30m intervals, one site in Haydock not located. 



96 JM Lewis 

B 

Figure 4: Diagram to show the percentage of townships 
with moated sites A: 33 townships (35%) containing a 
total of 62 moated sites B: 61 townships (65%) with no 
identified moated sites. 

Figure 5: Diagram to show location of moated sites 
within townships A: peripheral (74%) B: central (26%) 
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Figure 6: Diagram to show altitude of moated sites 
(numbers are in metres OD). 

is actually on the township boundary fed by the stream 
which divides Bold from the next township. At Sefton 
the moats at Old Hall (45) and the Rectory (46) are 
close to poorly drained land subject to frequent 
flooding, but here is the only place where the parish 
church and moated manor house lie together in a 
manner more typical of the east Midlands, though other 
evidence for settlement nucleation is Jacking. Even in 
Huyton and Prescot the moated sites are some distance 
from the parish churches and settlement focL 

Of the nine sites identified for Wirral only three are 
situated in or very close to the village. The remainder 
are not apparently so close, though Carr House (61) 
and Woolton Grange (54), both belonging to 
Birkenhead Priory, are the only sites for which no clear 
relationship with settlement has emerged (Chitty 1981a, 
Figs 9 and 12). Only in Bromborough were two sites 
found in a single township, one of these being 
associated with the Court House belonging to the 
Abbey of St Werburgh in Chester. 

c) Function 

Merseyside moats usually enclose a platform on which 
there was a homestead and sometimes a group of farm 
buildings. In most cases the medieval buildings have 
been replaced though one or two retain some earlier 
elements (Rainhill Hall Farm (40), Tarbock Hall (52), 
Brimstage Hall [55) and, possibly, Speke Hall [47]). On 
Wirral seven sites appear to be associated with monastic 
ownership but only one such site, Cunscough Hall (34), 
has been identified north of the Mersey. 

ln Cheshire it has been suggested that lawlessness in 
the 14th century was at least one reason for moat 
construction (Harrop 1977, 14-15; 1983, 13) though 
this is not supported by dated archaeological evidence. 
Records of civil unrest in Lancashire in the early 14th 
century clearly demonstrate links between named 
landowners on whose estates moated sites have been 
identified (Lewis 1991) but this is not so far supported 
by archaeological investigation. Although protection 
against the predations of animals rather than humans 
may have been a function of the sites located in wooded 
areas it is equally possibly that such moats were simply 
a response to assarting and representative of the 
subdivision of the township into small estates. 

Drainage was almost certainly a principal consideration 
on the lower mossland fringes particularly at Sefton 
Old Hall where proximity to the river Alt led to 
frequent flooding and caused considerable distress in 
the township in the post-medieval period (Bakewell 
1983, 23). Similar problems may well have occurred at 
Formby Hall due to flooding of the Downholland Brook 
and at Mossborough Hall in Rainford. 

Few fish ponds have been found and, where identified, 
they are on sites of higher status. At Garswood (1) a 
complicated system of moats, an ice house and stream 
feeding a corn mill have obvious archaeological 
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implications in terms of status, estate management and 
function of the various water features. But how far all 
or any of these can be assigned to the medieval period 
is not known. 

d) Tenure, status and date 

'Moats were constructed by all seignorial sections of 
medieval society ... (and) in the lower social levels when 
constructed by a freeman ... there is some evidence that 
they served as the messuages attached to a freehold 
estates which did not possess true manorial rights and 
the question of links between moat size, complexity and 
social status has been raised' (Le Patourel and Roberts 
1978, 48). In discussing moated sites in Greater 
Manchester, Adrian Tindall has drawn attention to the 
status of the freeholders, fragmentation of landholdings 
and the incidence of partible inheritance amongst 
tenants-at-will in Lancashire, all of which may have had 
some influence in moat building (Tindall 1985, 18). In 
Merseyside moats are found on estates held either in 
chief from the Crown or the baronies or on those 
former thanage lands which were held in socage by the 
14th century, with a consequent freedom of inheritance 
and alienation (Fig. 7; Appendix). Licences to crenellate 
are rare and cannot be used as evidence for moat 
building; more significantly, the licences granted for 
emparkment and oratories can be linked, in a number 

Knights' Fees 

of cases, to the evidence for moats on the principal 
estates. How~er, many moats occur on minor holdings 
where there is no indications of such licences. 

The largest group (24) fall within the holdings of 
knights' fees and, of these, 16 are located in eight vills 
belonging to the Barony of Widnes. The remaining eight 
are distributed over a similar number of vills. 

Eighteen moated sites are found in seven vills where 
the mesne lord held in thanage or socage and where 
early subdivision of the townships is indicated. In Bold 
this freedom on the part of the lord to make grants of 
land resulted in a total of six satellite moats on estates 
granted out of the principal holding at Old Bold Hall 
(6). Similar evidence for small estates and moated sites 
occurs in many other townships, especially in the 
Newton Hundred (Lewis 1991). Sites on estates held 
by monastic houses predominate on Wirral but only 
two have been identified north of the Mersey. 

Halewood is the only vill held by the crown in which 
moated sites occur. Five have been identified and all 
are located on or near the boundaries. For three of 
these there is good evidence that they were in existence 
at a time when Halewood was still within the bounds 
of the Royal Forest. Only one, Lovel's Hall (17), could 
conceivably have been associated with an area of open 

Figure 7: Distribution of moated sites related to tenure (see Appendix for key to site numbers). 
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fields located in the east. It was held by Sir Robert de 
Holland from Thomas, Earl of Lancaster, and a major 
cont ributor to local disorder in the early 14th century. 
On the forfeiture of his estates in 1322 an inventory 
of his possessions in Hale included an iron chain for 
the drawbridge: a moated site is clearly indicated. 

The other major landowners in Halewood, the Ireland 
family, also eem to have been resident in Halewood 
before disforestation. They occupied the Old Hutt [18] 
and, probably, the associated Wright's Moat [19]. 
Pottery dating from the 13th century was recovered in 
excavation at both sites (Medieval Archaeol 1961, 327; 
Wrathmell, forthcoming). Although occupation is clearly 
indicated the date of moat digging was not established 
and it is quite possible that their moats were created 
around the site of existing structures. 

The present half-timbered building at Speke Hall [47] 
dates from the late 15th century to the end of the 16th 
century, though recent building work has led to the 
identification of two cruck frames which might be 
earlier. Archaeological investigation produced pottery 
from the 13th-16th centuries from the infill of a ditch 
which predates construction of the west range. It is 
suggested that this relates to a moat of smaller 
dimensions than that shown on estate plans of the post
medieval period (Higgins, forthcoming; Nicholson 1983) 
but, again, we have no clear evidence to date the 
creation of the first moated enclosure. 

From Crosby Hall [30] documentary sources provide 
evidence for a moated enclosure in the late 13th 
century. The moat at Newton Hall [37] may be a post
medieval creation though, for this site, the documentary 
evidence is confusing and the moat cannot now be 
identified on the ground (Philpott 1988, 16-18). 
Excavation at St Michael's House [49] has shown, 
however, that the tradition of moat construction 
continued well into the post-medieval period. 

Although we are aware that many small estates on 
which moats are found had been created before the 
Great Inquest of 1212 (Farrer 1903), subdivision of 
vills before this time does no more than indicate the 
tenurial context within which moat digging could have 
been possible. The independence of such estate owners 
would, presumably, have given them social status which 
could lead to a desire to demonstrate that status 
through moat creation. Moated sites found on estates 
where landowners had received grants for parks and 
private chapels come as no surprise but such grants 
were made at the upper end of local society. All the 
same moat digging was an expensive exercise and we 
still know too little about the economics of local estates, 
whether large or small, to postulate the financial 
circumstances and availability of labour which would 
allow such indulgences. 

In summary moated sites in the area represent a variety 
of types of tenure and location and were constructed 
over a long period. Neither the nature of tenure or 

location of site appears to have been a restricting factor 
in its creation. Size of platform and complexity of 
ditches may, however, indicate different levels of status. 
At the same time, the complexity of a site may 
demonstrate an evolutionary process of expansion and 
adaptation according to social aspiration or practical 
need. Neither of these factors needs, necessarily, to be 
linked to a single phase of moat digging. To balance the 
evidence there is a large number of townships (66% of 
the Merseyside total) where there is no indication for 
moats. Although it seems unlikely that there was any 
difference in the tenurial status of landowners in these 
places or in their economic and practical requirements, 
it appears that moat creation was not endemic. 

Parks 

Many estates held by the more important landowners 
had parks attached to the demesne. At the top of the 
hierarchy came the royal parks of Toxteth, Croxteth, 
Halewood (Linall) and Simonswood which were 
managed by keepers responsible to the Crown. They 
occupied extensive areas, if not complete townships 
and, with the exception of Toxteth, they were sited on 
low-lying, poorly drained lands. There is evidence that 
by the 14th century Croxteth was used at least in part 
for grazing (Farrer and Brownbill 1907, 182 n9), but 
pleas made in 1323 against offences in the parks at 
Toxteth and Hale show that these were still reserved 
for the keeping of deer (Tupling 1949, 89-107 passim). 
At the same time in Hale the Crown was selling 'oak 
trees standing on arable land which bear neither fruit 
or !ear (Cunliffe Shaw 1956, 183), demonstrating that 
areas of that township were under the plough. 

Fields called Linnow in Halewood were recorded in the 
17th century and may represent the area of the 
medieval park (Linnall) which is now mainly occupied 
by housing (Cowell 1982, 36). They are associated with 
the lands attached to the moated site of Lovel's Hall. 
Simonswood, a mossland area, was reserved for the 
chase but still contained some woodland in the mid 14th 
century when pannage of swine, perquisites of the wood 
motes, farm of a smith, honey and woodland wax, 
alders, dead wood, crops (twigs), bark and sparrow 
hawks were recorded (Farrer and Brownbill 1907, 56 
nlO). 

Parks were also established in several of the townships 
held in subinfeudation from the baronies or in thanage 
from the Crown (table 2). 

Except at Knowsley, where traces of a low bank and 
ditch have been found and probably represent an 
extension of the park in the 16th century (Cowell 1982, 
38), physical evidence for the bounds of these parks has 
not survived though often it is possible to postulate 
their limits by reference to early plans and maps. 
Garswood in Ashton may also have been emparked in 
the medieval period following clearance of woodland on 
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Table 2: Evidence for medieval parks ( indicates one or more moated sites in these townships; VCH is the Victoria 
County History, Farrer and Brownbill 1907-11). 

Township Acreage Date 

Bold
0 

20 pre 1334-6 

Eccleston • 6 1373 

Haydock" not known 1334-5 

Kirkby 500 1337 

Knowsley • not known pre 1292 

Newton • not known pre 1324 

Roby not known 1338 

Tarbock
0 

(2 parks) not known pre 1251 

Windle not known pre 1547 

the demesne but documentary evidence for this is 
lacking. Evidence for a park at Sefton rests with an 
enclosure shown on a plan drawn up by Lord Burghley 
in 1590 (Gillow 1907). The park was depicted as an 
empaled area around the church and arguably 
encompassed the manorial demesne. In 1769 fields 
attached to the demesne were called 'Park' (Lanes, RO 
DDM 14/47) but there is no surviving topographical 
evidence for park boundaries (Lewis 1982, 97). 

Documentary evidence for keeping of deer and park 
management on the manorial estates is fragmentary but 
indicates that areas within parks were sometimes set 
aside for different uses. At Knowsley, although 
clearances for cattle grazing had been made by 1325 
(Cowell 1982, 38), in 1407-8 the King granted 
permission for the construction of a saltus or deer leap 
(Farrer and Brownbill 1907, 159 n7). At Eccleston in 
1373 there was a 'certain hey called the park' but its 
use was not specified. The grant for the Great Park at 
Tarbock before 1251 specified that the lord was not to 
make a deer hey although he could have 'free park and 
beasts of the forest'. The two parks at Tarbock were 
divided into small fields between 1611-33 and that in 
Kirkby was enclosed by the end of the 17th century 
(Cowell 1982, 46). Newton Park, used at least in part 
for cattle grazing in 1412, was divided into closes by 
the 17th century when arable cultivation and animal 
husbandry were practised side by side (Lewis 1988). 

It is likely that the creation of parks reflects the 
aspirations to higher status on the part of the mesne 
lords in the 14th century and may be a manifestation 
of the same objectives which led to the granting of 
licences for oratories and the creation of moated sites. 

Tenure Reference 

Thanage (Cunliffe Shaw 1956,144) 

Knight's Fee (VCH 1907, 363 nll) 

Thanage (VCH, 1911, 138) 

Knight's Fee (Cowell 1982, 36) 

Knight's Fee (Cowell 1982, 38-39) 

Knight's Fee (Lewis 1988) 

Knight's Fee (Cowell 1982, 36-37) 

Knight's Fee (VCH, 1907, 177 nlO) 

Knight's Fee (VCH, 1907, 373) 

It seems clear, however, that parks and oratories were 
the prerogative of the principal landholders although 
moated sites were also established by other landowning 
families. 

Conclusions 

Although on Merseyside the evidence for medieval 
settlement is now becoming less opaque the recorded 
information is still without detailed analysis and 
interpretation. The substantial archive of information 
resulting from fieldwork and documentary research is 
still barely understood in terms of a local, regional and 
national patterns. Nonetheless the record now provides 
the basis of research within an integrated theme. 

Excavation alone, whilst supplying invaluable 
information about an individual site, cannot provide 
answers relating to the context of landscape and tenurial 
patterns within which sites were established. Varieties 
of parochial organisation, settlement patterns and 
farming practices have yet to be considered in the light 
of historical evidence and linked to that of the 
landscape. Both open field farming and early enclosure 
are features of our local settlement but the 
circumstances in which they developed are still far from 
clear, although both had an important role to play in 
the economy. Similarly, the marginal lands were also a 
significant feature, but it is still not knowrt when these 
were cleared and the first medieval woodland and 
mossland assarts were established. Further, the 
additional information to be gained from detailed 
documentary study of economic factors, manorial 
proceedings and land grants may provide evidence for 
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changes in settlement pattern and agricultural practices 
which could be interpreted on the ground. 

In recent years archaeologists have become increasingly 
aware of the difficulties arising from the study of the 
medieval period (Austin 1985, 53-56). The problems 
are complex and require an approach which embraces 
research into both the material and written evidence. 
As David Austin has said 'there is a growing awareness 
of the unity of the landscape and the need to discuss 
and examine its various elements in an integrated way' 
(Austin 1985, 55). The present summary of the 
medieval evidence for Merseyside has raised many 
questions. It is to be hoped that it will encourage 
research to find the answers. 
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Appendix: List of townships and moated sites with dates of survey and excavation (see Fig. 7 for details of tenure) 
Key: CERTAIN SITES, Probable sites, POSSIBLE SITES, Doubtful sites 

Township II Site II Tenure II Survey I Excavatloo 

Ashton-in-Makerfield 1 GARSWOOD OLD HALL Thanage 

2 STANLEY BANK Thanage 

Billinge 3 BIRCHLEY HAIL Thanage 

4 BLACKLEYHURST Thanage 

Bold 5 BARROW OLD HALL Than age 1981 1987 

6 BOLD OLD HALL Thanage 1981 

7 CRANSHAW HALL Thanage 

8 FURTHER MEAR HEY Than age 

9 HOLBROOK HOUSE Thanage 

10 Hayfield Farm Than age 

11 OLD MOAT HOUSE Than age 1981 

Eccleston 12 ECCLESTON HALL Knight's Fee 

Fazakerley 13 HARBRECK HOUSE Crown 

14 Strawberry Farm Crown 

Fonnby 15 Formby Hall Crown 

Hale wood 16 THE COURT Crown 

17 LOVEL'S HALL Crown 1982 

18 OLD HUIT Crown 1960 

19 WRIGHT'S MOAT Crown 1960 

20 YEW TREE HOUSE Crown 1976 

Haydock 21 BRUCHE HALL Than age 

22 HAYDOCK HALL Thanage 

23 HUGH TAILOR'S Thanage 

24 PIELE HALL Than age 

25 WALSHEMONSHOUSE Than age 

Huyton 26 HUYTON HEY Knight's Fee 

Ince Blundell 27 INCE BWNDEU HAIL Knight's Fee 

Kirlcdale 28 BANK HALL Knight's Fee 

Knowsley 29 OW DAIRY Knight's Fee 1981 

Liule Crosby 30 CROSBY HALL Knight's Fee 
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II Township II Site II Tenure II Survey Excavadon II 
Lydiate 31 Lydlate Hall Knight's Fee 1982 1981 -2 

Maghull 32 MANOR HOUSE Knight'• Fee 1979 

33 PEEL FARM Knight's Fee 

Melling 34 CUNSCOUGH HALL Monastic 

3S Melling House Than age 

36 WOOD HALL Thanage 

Newton-le-Willows 37 NEWfON HALL Knight's Fee 

PTCscot 38 PRESCOT HALL Rectory 

Rainford 39 MOSSBOROUGH HALL Monastic 1981 

Rainhill 40 RAINHILL HALL FARM Knight's Fee 1981 

41 RAINHILL MANOR FARM Knight's Fee 

42 HEYES FARM Knight's Fee 

43 Moat Lands Knight's Fee 

Sefton 44 EDGE FARM Knight' s Fee 1981/1990 

4S SEFTON OLD HALL Knight's Fee 1981 1965 

46 Sefton Rectory Rectory 

Speke 47 SPEKE HALL Knight's Fee 1981 

Sutton 48 LEA GREEN BIG LEA Knight's Fee 

49 ST MICHAEL'S HOUSE Knight's Fee 1981 1986 

Tarbock SO CROSS HIUOCKS Knight's Fee 

SI Georgeson's Fann Knight's Fee 1981 

S2 TARBOCK HALL Knight's Fee 1981 

Thornton S3 Homer Green Farm Knight's Fee 

Birltenhead S4 WOOLTON GRANGE Monastic 

Brimstage SS BRIMSTAGE HALL Knight's Fee 

Brom borough 56 BROMBOROUGH COURT Monastic 1979 
HOUSE 

57 BROMBOROUGH OLD HALL Monastic 

Gayton S8 GAYTON HALL Monastic 

GTCasby 59 GREASBY HALL Monastic 

Irby 60 IRBY HALL Monastic 1981 

Saughall Massie 61 CARR HOUSE Monastic 

Thuntaston 62 THURST ASTON HALL Knight's Fee 
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MEDIEVAL TOWNS OF MERSEYSIDE 

R.A. Philpott 

Introduction 

The present study arose out of a report on the historic 
towns of Merseyside commissioned by the former 
Merseyside County Council and undertaken between 
1984 and 1986 by the Archaeological Survey department 
of Liverpool Museum (formerly Merseyside County 
Museums). The original planning report dealt with only 
three medieval towns, Liverpool, Prescot and 
Newton-le-Willows, but the scope of the study was 
widened for the 1986 seminar to cover the evidence for 
the origin, growth and decline of towns in the medieval 
period in the county of Merseyside and its immediate 
vicinity. A detailed presentation of the evidence for 
medieval towns in the area has recently been published 
(Philpott 1988). 

Previous Work 

While historians had long realized the importance of the 
grants of market and borough charters as both a de 
facto recognition of and a spur to urban growth and 
development, the town as unit of study for the 
archaeologist is a relatively recent concept (Schofield 
and Palliser 1981). Individual historians as early as the 
beginning of the century had begun to compile and 
publish valuable documentary sources which concerned 
the growth of towns in Lancashire, mostly in the 
Transactions of the Lancashire and Cheshire Historical 
Society and the Lancashire and Cheshire Record Society. 
Documents such as the Exchequer Lay Subsidies of 
1322, various rentals, deeds and property transactions, 
provide clear evidence of the burghal status of 
settlements in southwest Lancashire, while Volume I 
of the Victoria History of the County of Lancashire 
(Farrer and Brownbill 1907) is an invaluable 
compilation of documentary material. Stewart-Brown's 
work on Liverpool made available much primary source 
material and stimulating syntheses to the archaeologist 
(eg Stewart-Brown 1916). Equally the meticulous work 
of F.A. Bailey in transcribing and publishing the Court 
Leet and other documents for Prescot provided a wealth 
of documentary evidence for the townspeople, the 
industries and petty disputes of the town (Bailey 1937). 
Bailey's work on the detailed Prescot surveys of 1592 
and 1721 enabled him to reconstruct in great detail the 
layout of the town and approximate locations of all 
buildings within it. The topography of Prescot in the 
16th century has thus been described as 'the best known 
of any similar town in northern England' (Davey 1978, 
3). 

It is only from the late 1970s, however, that the towns 
of the Merseyside area were examined from an 
archaeological viewpoint. The first archaeological survey 
of a medieval town in the area was conducted by P.J. 
Davey in Prescot (Davey 1978). This identified a 
number of early building survivals, demonstrated that 
the essential structure of the medieval and early 
post-medieval town remained fossilised in surviving 
boundaries, and drew attention to the archaeological 
potential of this well-documented medieval and 
post-medieval market town. Five excavations in derelict 
land in the town followed the report but later levelling 
and rebuilding had destroyed much of the medieval and 
later archaeological evidence (Holgate 1983). 

With the exception of Liverpool and Prescot, the 
medieval towns of southwest Lancashire have received 
scant attention from archaeologists, and although Morris 
has attempted a regional survey, his conclusions are 
necessarily general (1983). The earliest excavations at 
towns in Merseyside were not strictly urban, being 
examinations of castles where the castle preceded the 
development of the town. At West Derby castle, a fine 
preserved timber bridge was revealed in a section dug 
across the moat in 1927 (Droop and Larkin 1928, 
47-55), while in 1843 the Rev. E. Sibson opened the 
matte at Newton-le-Willows, under the impression it 
was a prehistoric barrow, but revealed a possible timber 
foundation for the matte (Sibson 1843). Further 
excavation at Newton castle by the North West 
Archaeological Trust took place in 1986-87 (J. Lewis in 
prep.). 

Subsequent archaeological excavation in towns has taken 
place at South Castle Street, Liverpool in 1976 and 
1977. The first of two excavations lay close to the site 
of the castle and revealed substantial evidence of the 
early 18th century market and associated features, but 
failed to recover evidence earlier than the 17th century. 
The second produced an excellent sequence of phases 
of infilling of the Pool of Liverpool in the mid-late l 7th 
century (Davey 1985; McNeil 1985). 

Robin Holgate's excavations within burgages in Prescot 
failed to produce significant medieval structures 
(Holgate 1983), and excavation within a burgage in 
Prescot in 1985 revealed a late 18th century pottery 
manufactory but little earlier evidence other than loosely 
stratified soil horizons containing medieval and later 
pottery (McNeil 1989). 

Excavation, then, has so far contributed only marginally 
to the questions of urban growth and development in 
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Merseyside and for a wider view of the background to 
the rise of towns in the region we must turn to 
historical sources. 

The Growth of Urbanism In England 

The origins of the English borough lay in the Anglo
Saxon burh, which began life primarily as a fortified 
centre for the defence of the local population against 
the Danish armies. By the late Saxon period, they had 
begun to acquire administrative, ecclesiastical and 
commercial functions as well as gaining an increasing 
degree of autonomy. By the Norman conquest, features 
such as merchant guilds, royal officials and borough 
courts were becoming common in the larger towns. In 
the post-conquest period, the upsurge in trade in luxury 
items and the development of the cash economy with 
peasants meeting their feudal obligations to their lord 
in cash instead of labour services, led to a great 
increase in economic activity. The consequent growth in 
new markets, located at convenient assembly points 
wherever people congregated, was formalised in royal 
grants of market charters. Local landowners sought 
charters, not only to stimulate trade by granting 
privileged conditions of exchange, but also to increase 
their own revenue from stallage, taxes and tolls. The 
grant of a market charter was followed in a minority of 
towns by a further rise in status to that of the borough. 

The Medieval Town: A Definition 

The definition of the medieval town follows that 
adopted by Beresford and Finberg in their work on 
medieval towns in England (1973). The chief 
distinguishing mark of a medieval town, which set it 
apart from markets and other nucleated settlements, 
was the possession of burgage tenure. The privileges of 
burgage tenure were extensive, enabling the holder 
freely to sell, rent, subdivide, or leave in the will the 
burgage plot to whomever the holder wished. In return, 
a standard rent of 12d per annum was payable to the 
lord of the manor but at Liverpool, and elsewhere, the 
opportunity was subsequently taken to raise the rent in 
the case of escheated burgages which reverted to the 
lord through bastardy, felony or lack of an heir 
(Stewart-Brown 1916, 31). The degree of freedom and 
personal mobility which burgage tenure offered the 
feudal peasant was a great incentive to taking up 
residence in towns, and the grant of burgage tenure has 
been seen as 'the basis of the fortunes of the vast 
majority of English medieval towns' (Beresford and 
Finberg 1973, 26). 

Borough charters were issued initially by the king but, 
increasingly through the 13th century, by local landlords, 
who might be either religious houses or secular 
landowners. There are two principal circumstances in 
which borough charters were granted: a town could be 

established on a new site with a borough charter 
granted by the king or a local landowner which invited 
people to take up burgages there and enshrined the 
privileges of burgage tenure in the town; or a charter 
could be obtained for an existing settlement, usually, but 
not invariably, a market centre, which granted the 
privileges of burgage tenure. 

Merseyside and its immediate environs have several 
settlements which, although all technically towns by 
virtue of the possession of burgage tenure, were widely 
different in other respects. Some, like Liverpool, 
remained towns throughout the medieval and later 
period. Others, such as Hale and Roby, received the 
formal grant of borough status but failed to develop and 
reverted to manors. Still others, for example Prescot 
and Ormskirk, flourished briefly but lost their burghal 
status in the general economic decline of the late 
medieval period. 

The date of market and borough charters provides a 
rough index of the growth of trade and of the 
consequent rise of towns throughout the country. By 
this standard, the northwest can be seen to have 
developed relatively slowly (Table 1). Of over one 
hundred boroughs recorded in the Domesday Book, only 
one, Penwortham, lies in the area between the Ribble 
and Mersey, as south Lancashire was then known. Over 
England as a whole the grant of market charters 
reached a peak in the mid to late 13th century, while 
in south west Lancashire most markets received formal 
charters in the late 13th to mid 14th century. The 
borough charters show a similar delay. Following the 
national pattern, the four Lancashire royal boroughs are 
earlier than the majority of smaller seigniorial boroughs, 
being established between 1179 and 1246. By contrast, 
seigniorial borough charters, apart from the two 
hundredal centres of West Derby and Warrington, all 
appear to be 14th century or later. 

The Rise of Medieval Towns in Merseyside 

The economic, geographic or social conditions which 
contributed to the rise of boroughs varied not only from 
place to place but also over time. The factors which led 
to the rise of medieval towns in Merseyside mirror 
those in operation elsewhere and the diversity of origins 
and fortunes of towns within this restricted area 
illustrates the complexity of those factors. 

Certain recurrent features can be seen among the 
medieval settlements that developed into towns in south 
west Lancashire (Fig. 1). Most were already established 
as local religious or administrative centres before the 
conquest and acted as focal points attracting people 
from the surrounding area. Some of the earliest towns 
in southwest Lancashire developed at the hundredal 
centres. The importance of these late Saxon capital 
manors is demonstrated by the fact that after the 
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Norman conquest a castle was planted at each one in 
order to consolidate the power base of the new Norman 
overlords (at West Derby, Newton and Warrington). 
However, the influenc.e of the castle does not appear to 
have been of primary importanc.e in the rise of the 
town. The market plac.es do not grow up at the gates 
of the castle as occurred elsewhere in the late llth and 
12th c.entury (eg Newcastle-under-Lyme) and the town 
plans indicate that purely commercial considerations 
were of paramount importance in the location of the 
market plac.es. The castle at West Derby was still 
occupied in the early 13th century, before the removal 
of the garrison to Liverpool c. 1235, by which time the 
borough charter had already been granted and the 
presenc.e of a garrison may have provided an additional 
stimulus to the provision of goods. It is not known 
whether the castle at Newton was still occupied at this 
date but Morris has suggested that none of the Norman 
castles occupied at an early period in the Manchester 
area still remained in occupation by the 14th c.entury, 
and the same is true of Newton and West Derby 
(Morris 1983, 17). The castle at Liverpool was not 
incorporated as an integral part of the newly founded 
town, but may have been erected over burgages. Most 
of the other towns were created in more tranquil 
conditions when the need for fortification was reduced. 

Parish Centres 

Parishes in the area were very large, reflecting the 
dispersed population, and parishioners attending church 
would often travel a considerable distanc.e. Before the 
creation of the dependent chapelry of Farnworth in the 
late 12th c.entury, Prescot church, for example, served 
no fewer than fifteen townships in a parish covering 
36,500 acres. With the growth of the market economy 
after the conquest, the informal sale or exchange of 
surplus agricultural produce would have been a natural 
development among those who had congregated in the 
parish c.entre. The spontaneous growth of trading at 
Prescot and Ormskirk was acknowledged in the 
obtaining of a formal market charter by lords of the 
manor who were eager to take advantage of an 
additional sourc.e of revenue from market tolls. A 
similar proc.ess can be observed in the hundredal 
c.entres where attendanc.e was required either at courts 
or for taxation or other administrative purposes and the 
early hundredal capital manors at Newton and West 
Derby appear to have been pre-eminent in the early 
market system over their adjac.ent parish churches at 
Winwick and Walton-on-the-Hill. 

Table 1: Markets and Boroughs in the Merseyside Area 

Earliest 
Market 

Liverpool 1256 
Warrington 1283 
West Derby pre 1237 
Wigan 1245 
Orms kirk 1286 
Newton 1257 
Hale 1304 
Widnes 
Roby 1304 
Newburgh 
Farnworth 1426 
Prescot 1333 

Markets only: 
North Meals 1219 
Tarbock 1257 
Formby 1322 

Notes: 

First Record R/S 
of Burgage 

1207 R* 
1220s s 

s 
1246 R 
c. 1286 E* 
1311/12 s 
1323 s 
1355/6 s 
1372 s• 
1385 s 
1395 s 
1537 S/E 

Tupling 1936, 102 
Tupling 1936, 107 
Tupling 1936, 94 

No. of 
Burgages 

150/168 

31 

36? 
18 

45? 

Possible Survivors 
Origin 

p • 
CIA 
A 
c • 
c 
NM • 
SIM? 

S? 

C? 
c 

1) Founder: R = royal; S = seigniorial; E = ecclesiastical. Prescot is anomalous in being a foundation presumably 
established by the lord of the manor, who was probably at the time the vicar. An asterisk after this letter indicates 
that the borough charter survives. 

2) Origin: the factors which appear to have been predominant irn the rise of the borough are as follows: C = church 
focussed; A = administrative centre; M = market; P = planted new town; S = speculative venture. 

3) Survivors: towns which retained their burghal status throughout the medieval period. 
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Communications 

Many settlements in England and Wales grew into 
towns because of advantageous situations. Their location 
on major routeways, or their importance as defensive 
strongpoints, ecclesiastical or administrative centres 
ensured a constant flow of people into the centre from 
the rural hinterland and further afield. This was often 
sufficient to allow a flourishing market to develop which 
then became a prime candidate for elevation to the 
status of borough. 

The initial growth of markets and their subsequent 
development into boroughs depended on ease of access 
from both the rural hinterland and further afield and 
the location of boroughs in southwest Lancashire shows 
a close correlation with the major routes in the area. 
Good communications also helped to ensure the survival 
of a borough through the late medieval period as a 
market. Newton, for example, lay on the line of the 
main road to the north of England west of the 
Pennines, although competition from neighbours Wigan 
and Warrington on the same road may have prevented 
Newton ever becoming a major town. Medieval road 
maps of England show that Prescot lay at a junction on 
the main road west from Liverpool to Manchester, 
while an important local route through the mosses of 
southwest Lancashire linking Liverpool and Preston 
passes through Orrnskirk. The situation of Hale, near 
to a crossing point over the Mersey by ferry and ford, 
benefitted from traffic along the southern route from 
Liverpool to Runcorn, while both Roby and West 
Derby were close to the main routes east from 
Liverpool. 

Planted New Towns 

For a variety of motives, settlements were deliberately 
founded as new towns. Royal foundations, which were 
predominant in the llth and early 12th century, were 
founded for reasons of defence or as instruments of 
political control as much as profit. By the mid 12th 
century in England as a whole the emphasis was 
changing towards the establishment of towns for purely 
commercial reasons. 

The town of Liverpool was the only newly planted town 
in the area, founded in 1207 by King John as a base for 
pursuit of his Irish campaigns, although probably on the 
site of an existing minor vill. The advantage of royal 
patronage provided a major stimulus to the success of 
the borough which achieved a measure of autonomy and 
self-government not found in the smaller seigneurial 
boroughs. In addition the good natural anchorage of 
the Pool and coastal location ensured the development 
of trade across the Irish Sea. 

Speculative Boroughs 

Income from rent of burgages in a prosperous town 
could be a lucrative source of revenue for an 
entrepreneurial landowner. The small and late boroughs, 
such as Roby, Farnworth and perhaps Hale, appear to 
have been an attempt by landowners to establish a local 
centre within the wider market network. The charter for 
Roby still survives and shows that the manor was 
granted a charter in 1372 by the lord, Sir Thomas de 
Latham, making his vill of Roby a free borough for 
ever. However, by comparison with the royal borough 
of Liverpool, the burgesses of Roby were subject to 
considerable restrictions, such as the obligation to grind 
at the lord's mill and to render services like other 
tenants of the vill (Farrer and Brownbill 1907, 175). 

In many parts of England, the great religious houses 
were instrumental in the foundation of boroughs. In 
south Lancashire such institutions were neither richly 
endowed nor common and only one borough, Orms kirk, 
was an ecclesiastical foundation. The borough of 
Orrnskirk was founded by the Prior and Canons of 
Burscough Priory who obtained a market charter in 
1286 and probably later the same year a borough 
charter (Webb 1970, 48-49). 

A study of the distribution of boroughs in south west 
Lancashire reveals a good correlation with the 
availability of fertile arable land. Even today a town 
such as Orrnskirk acts as a central point for its 
agricultural hinterland, providing services and a local 
redistribution centre. Its importance in the region, with 
a local monopoly, ensured the survival of the market 
until the present. However, the failure of some towns 
as boroughs may have been in part due to their inability 
to capture a significant part of the market due to 
competition from stronger and more advantageously 
located neighbours. Roby in particular lay less than 
three miles from the well established market at Prescot, 
and if we consider that in the early 14th century the 
townspeople of Wigan had been concerned about the 
consequences of competition from the new market at 
Prescot some twelve miles away, the chances of a new 
speculative market succeeding in the shadow of the old 
were very remote. With the late medieval decline in 
both the population and also in prices for agricultural 
products, these small, late boroughs were the first to 
fail. 

Town Plans 

The layout of medieval towns frequently reflect the 
circumstances of their origin. Although in most 
Merseyside towns the earliest surviving plan is 18th 
century in date, documentary evidence frequently 
suggests that the late medieval street plan has remained 
largely unchanged until the 19th century. The layout of 
streets once established was resistant to change and in 
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Figure 2: Liverpool medieval street pattern (after Nicholson 1981, Figs 3 & 7, for key see Philpott 1988, 37). 

Figure 3: Central part of Ormskirk, detail from 1609 map (PRO M4), courtesy of Public Record Office. 



.. • 
"' :I • 0 

" J: 

• 

Medieval towns 

Figure 4: Possible layout of burgages in Prescot (after Bailey 1973; Davey 1978, 2). 
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many cases the modern street plan appears to preserve 
the structure of the medieval settlement. This can be 
seen clearly in the case of Liverpool which has the 
rectilinear street plan typical of planted towns laid out 
de novo (Fig. 2). The main axis of the town, Juggler 
Street (now the High Street) runs along the sandstone 
ridge between the Mersey shore and the inlet of the 
Pool. Juggler Street was crossed at right angles by two 
ide streets which led to the Mersey, now known as 

Water Street and Chapel Street, and in the other 
direction, Dale Street and More Street. The castle, 
erected c. 1235, did not form a primary component of 
the plan and may have led to the destruction of some 
burgages on what became Castle Street. The medieval 
town had only six streets and little expansion beyond 
this took place until the 17th century. 

As regards settlements that grew into towns by virtue 
of their location, the layout reflects the predominant 
features. The earliest plan of Prescot is that of Richard 
Edge of 1743 which only shows part of the town 
(Merseyside RO DX/109). However, confirmation of 
the structure of the town in the late 16th century comes 
from the minutely detailed survey undertaken by King's 
College, Cambridge in 1592. A subsequent survey in 
1721 used the same plot numbers and enabled a 
detailed reconstruction to be made of the plots and 
streets in the early post-medieval town (Bailey 1937). 
The main elements of the plan are the church, probably 
on a pre-conquest and possibly pre-Anglian Christian 
site, and the main road west from Liverpool which 
divides at Prescot towards two other pre-conquest 
settlements, Wigan and Warrington (Fig. 4). The key 
role played by the church in the growth and 
development of the market is emphasised by the 
location of the market booths against the churchyard 
wall, forming one side of the triangular market place. 
There are hints that at an early stage the town of 
Prescot expanded eastwards over existing open fields. 
Plot and alley boundaries on the north side of Eccleston 
Street have a reversed-S configuration and the 16th 
century name of Eccleston Street, Newgate Street 
(Newgate meaning' new street') indicates a secondary 
stage in the growth of the town and this may have been 
a deliberately creation, perhaps at the time of the grant 
of the borough charter. 

Ormskirk is particularly fortunate in having a fine plan 
dating to 1609 (PRO M4; Philpott 1988, Fig. 3). By 
far the earliest town plan for this area, it shows not 
only the streets but also apparently accurate 
representations of many, if not all, the buildings along 
street frontages in the town, and forms a valuable 
record of late medieval and early post-medieval cottages 
and houses. The plan demonstrates that little change 
has taken place in the structure of the town since the 
17th century, apart from linear expansion along the 
main roads and infill in the rear of plots. 

The origin of the settlement at Ormskirk appear to lie 

in the probable pre-conquest church on its hilltop site 
a little above the market place. The early settlement 
may have concentrated around a green adjacent to the 
church but with the rise in market activity a shift took 
place to the junction of the local routeways down the 
slope on the site of the medieval and later market 
place. Here the wide market streets, Aughton Street 
and Moor Street provided room for temporary stalls as 
well as more permanent frontage space in the burgages 
lining the streets. 

The plan of West Derby is not recorded in detail until 
the Tithe map of 1838 (Fig. 5), by which time the 
settlement had long since reverted to a rural village 
(Lanes. RO DRL 1/84). If this late map bears any 
relation to the medieval structure of the town, the line 
of rectangular plots along the main street might be seen 
as the location of the burgage plots. However, the early 
demise of the town here makes any identification of 
medieval features such as burgages particularly 
hazardous and archaeological confirmation of the early 
occupation and layout of certain plots would be highly 
desirable. 

The plan of Hale as revealed by the Tithe map of 1843 
shows a triangular green at the junction of Halebank 
and Liverpool Roads with the principal street lined with 
long narrow plots, which resemble burgage plots in 
form but may equally be village tofts (Fig. 6). The 
winding extension of the main street leading to the 
church also has a fairly regular series of plots but 
further work is required to elucidate the sequence of 
development of the plan. An enclosure map of 1803 
(Lanes. RO DDXX 1171) indicates that the irregular 
back line of plots south west of the present High street 
came about through expansion of the grounds of Hale 
Hall and previously a back Jane ran behind the plots, 
matching that behind plots on the other side of the 
street. 

At Newton, a study of maps and documents suggests 
that the present High Street formed the main wide 
market street of the medieval town (Figs 7 and 8). The 
church which stands at one end of the High Street is 
probably to be equated with the chapel at 'Rokeden', 
first mentioned in 1284. There is no evidence to 
support suggestions that the early nucleus of the town 
lay in the Dean Valley on the boundary of the township 
with Haydock (Cole 1912, 45). By 1465, and probably 
rather earlier, a green had developed to the north of 
the church and another, triangular, green appears on 
the earliest map of 1745 south of the church on Church 
Street, which is a continuation of the High Street. 

Burgages 

The evidence for the number, layout and location of 
burgages in the towns is variable. Burgages usually lined 
the principal streets of the town and were 
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characteristically long narrow plots, with the short side 
fronting the road, to make the most efficient use of 
valuable street frontage space. In newly founded towns 
burgages were often of considerable size to act as an 
incentive to prospective inhabitants. At the new planted 
borough of Stratford-on-Avon, for example, each plot 
measured three and a half by twelve perches. 

The size of burgages in Merseyside is less well 
documented. At Newton the 1745 map shows the town 
centre with several groups of plots of different size 
(Figs 7 and 8). The size of plots which were almost 
certainly burgages and are referred to in the 1465 Legh 
Survey gives an area of about half a statute acre. The 
burgages of medieval Newton can be seen from the 
1465 Legh Survey to lie along both sides of the High 
Street and onto the north end of Church Street. 
Analysis of the 1465 Legh Survey in conjunction with 
the early maps has revealed several distinct blocks of 
burgages, those on the north side of the High Street 
and east of Rob Lane furthest from the church perhaps 
being laid out over pre-existing ridge and furrow, while 
others nearer the church were probably part of the 
existing vill of Newton before its elevation to burghal 
status. The late medieval disposition and ownership of 
some plots near the church has been tentatively 
reconstructed from maps and documents (Fig. 8; 
Philpott 1988). 

For Prescot the layout of the town as reconstructed 
from the 1592 survey indicates that the burgages lay 
along the main streets (Fig. 4). Certain plots were still 
referred to at this time as burgages, although they had 
by then reverted to copyhold tenure. 

Detailed work on the location and size of burgages in 
the other medieval towns is yet to be done. At 
Liverpool burgages are recorded in all of the six streets 
which together comprised the medieval town and further 
work would certainly enable some individual plots to be 
identified. The late 18th century plans which show the 
detailed structure of plots in the town would serve as 
a basis for analysis of plot size and distribution. 

Tentative locations for burgages in other towns can be 
proposed. The tithe map of Ormskirk shows a relatively 
straightforward distribution of long narrow plots on all 
the principal streets, which although subject to much 
18th and 19th century subdivision and infilling preserves 
the appearance of burgages. As regards the smaller 
boroughs such as West Derby, Hale and Roby (Fig. 9), 
their early decline and extensive later redevelopment 
makes impossible categorical statements about the 
location of the early town focus. However, on the tithe 
map each is shown with a main street lined with a 
regular series of short rectangular plots, which may 
correspond to the original burgages. 

The Townspeople 

By virtue of its royal foundation, Liverpool was the 
largest and wealthiest town in south west Lancashire. At 
the foundation, the burgesses numbered around 150 but 
this had increased to 168 by 1296. However this total 
includes only the burgess heads of households. The list 
of householders paying rent to the lord of the manor in 
1346 records 190 names, while the presence of 
burgesses with substantial holdings who may have had 
additional dependents suggests a figure of around 1200 
for the overall population (Farrer et al. 1911, 8). 
However, the Black Death in the mid 14th century 
reduced that to a level from which it did not recover 
until the 16th century. 

The majority of the local towns seem to have had small 
burgess populations. There is no direct evidence for the 
medieval burgess population of Prescot but the number 
of plots in the town which are named as burgages, 
although then held by copyhold tenure, in the 16th 
century documents suggests around 45. For Newton 
there is only the statement of Aikin in 1795 that the 
free burgesses, in whom the right of electing the two 
members of parliament was vested, then numbered 
about 36 (Lane 1914, 20-21). At that time the 
burgesses were 'occupiers of certain houses', indicating 
that the privilege of burgage tenure still rested on 
possession of clearly defined plots. At the lower end of 
the scale, the small and short lived seigniorial borough 
of Hale had seventeen and a half burgages in 1323 
probably indicating no more than eighteen burgesses. 

The total population of the towns in the medieval 
period is more difficult to estimate. For the smaller 
towns, the evidence of the early 14th century exchequer 
lay subsidies and medieval rentals gives approximate 
numbers of tenants and an indication of their relative 
wealth but these are very patchy. Ormskirk has perhaps 
the best evidence of population in that the evidence of 
the 1332 lay subsidy, which names only six or seven 
individuals each for surrounding townships in the parish 
as possessing sufficient wealth to be included, is 
supplemented by a list of contributors to the support 
of the parish priest of Ormskirk, dated 1366, which 
gives 71 names for Ormskirk alone, and is a much 
closer approximation to the total number of heads of 
households for the whole town. If this is multiplied by 
a factor of five or six for dependents the total is 
between 350 and 420. For Prescot we have only the 
late evidence of a letter written by the vicar in 1591 
which states that the population is about 400 individuals 
(Bailey 1937, 300, n. 1). 

Subdivision of Burgages 

One of the principal attractions of burgage tenure was 
the freedom with which the plot could be sold, rented, 
devised or subdivided without reference to the lord of 
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Figure 5: West Derby from the tithe map of 1838 (Lanes. RO DRL 1/84). 
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Figure 6: Hale from the tithe map of 1843 (Lanes. RO DRL 1/31). 
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Figure 7: The town of Newton from a map of 1745. 
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Figure 8: Possible reconstruction of burgages in Newton from 1465 Legh Survey and 1745 map (for key see Philpott 
1988, 13, Fig. 4). 
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the manor. To some extent, the degree of subdivision 
of burgages provides an indication of the economic 
fortunes of a borough, although other factors notably 
inheritance may have led to the subdivision of plots. In 
a thriving town such as Liverpool competition in trade 
led to intense pressure on burgage plots so that by 
1346 only 21 plots remained intact. The others had 
been subdivided into fractions as small as one 
forty-eighth, although half, quarter and eighth plots are 
more common. The process of amalgamation of plots 
was also found and powerful Liverpool families such as 
the Moores illustrate the consolidation of holdings as 
large as eight burgages. At Newton pressure to take up 
burgages seems to have been less intense. Two burgages 
are recorded in 1322-23 as 'altogether destroyed in 
times past' and yielding no profit unless rebuilt (Farrer 
1907, 241). The Legh Survey of 1465 records only a 
single subdivided burgage, a half, and another former 
burgage had lost its status. The borough of West Derby 
appears to have been in decline by the early 14th 
century. An inquest of 1298 of lands belonging to Earl 
Edmund records 30 half burgages, while a rental of 
1323 notes that rent was received from 27 burgages but 
four had no head (Farrer 1903, 284; Farrer 1907, 
83-85). However, by this time considerable subdivision 
and amalgamation had taken place. Only eight are still 
intact, while fourteen halves and seven quarters are 
noted; one double and one triple plot indicate 
consolidation of holdings was in progress. By 1346 
smaller fractions still are found, down to one 
twenty-fourth (Farrer 1915, 82-83). 

The Field Systems 

The medieval town had an intimate relationship with 
the rural hinterland. Not only did towns function largely 
as market and redistribution centres for agricultural 
produce, but they provided specialist services to the 
local rural populace. The involvement ran deeper than 
that. Even in the larger towns, many of the townspeople 
retained a direct interest in agriculture. A burgage plot 
in a Merseyside town would consist of a piece of land 
with a building in the town itself but attached to it 
would be a plot of land, often an acre, in the open 
field surrounding the town which the burgess would 
often cultivate himself. The extent of agricultural 
involvement in the most 'urban' of Merseyside towns, 
Liverpool, can be assessed from the activities of the 
townspeople. Although in Liverpool at first they had 
equal shares in the townfield, the transfer of land began 
soon after the foundation of the borough. Over half the 
burgesses listed in the Jay subsidy of 1378-79 have 
occupations concerned with trade, victualling or small 
scale manufacturing, for example brewers, cobblers, 
drapers, smiths and fishmongers, no fewer than fifty 
have their occupation described as cultores/cultrices 
(husbandmen) (Stewart-Brown 1916, 55). 

Almost all Merseyside boroughs have some evidence 

of open field agriculture, as would be expected in 
nucleated settlements of this period. Stewart-Brown 
(1916) has reconstructed the townfield of Liverpool 
from medieval and later documents. The standard 
allocation here was an acre in the open field, consisting 
usually of four strips or selions but occasionally three 
or two depending on size. The land in the open field 
was free of rent to the lord even when sold separately 
from the burgage to which it was originally attached. In 
the early 14th century, by which time much transfer of 
land had taken place, deeds often specified the burgage 
that plots in the open field initially belonged to and 
acquitted the new holder of rent. 

The large township of West Derby included extensive 
tracts of woodland, maintained as royal forest for 
hunting. By the 13th century documents indicate that 
the nucleated settlement farmed on the open field 
system. Here as elsewhere the burgesses held land in 
the open field alongside the free tenants. The 
documents indicate that the method of assessment of 
land was different for the two groups; the free tenants' 
land was rated in acres and rods, that of the burgesses 
in oxgangs (Farrer 1907, 83-85). The 1323 rental for 
West Derby suggests that approximately four selions or 
three acres were allocated to each burgage, for which 
additional rent was due. Here only one free tenant was 
recorded as holding a burgage and the distinction 
between borough and manor appears to have been 
carefully maintained. 

Medieval documents show that attached to each 
burgage plot at Newton was an acre of land in the open 
field, mostly situated close to the town in the area of 
Newton Field called Bamfurlong or Bentfurlong. The 
documentary evidence here is supported by visible 
remains. A small area of ridge and furrow survives east 
of the lake in Newton Brook north of the church, while 
air photography in 1988 revealed traces of ridge and 
furrow in fields north of the church. In addition, the 
1465 Legh Survey of Newton gives an excellent insight 
into the late medieval tenurial pattern in Newton 
(Philpott 1988, Appendix 1). 

Air photography has provided evidence of ridge and 
furrow in Hale, which although undated, combines with 
the late 18th and 19th century references to the 
'townfield' and the 'south townfield' (the former in a 
map of 1837) to support the hypothesis that the local 
towns, along with other nucleated settlements, operated 
an open field system. For Roby we have the explicit 
statement of the borough charter of 1372 (Farrer and 
Brownbill 1907, 175) which records that a rood of land 
lying in the open field was granted to each burgess. 

Prescot is the only town that may have lacked a sound 
agricultural base, due to the small size of its associated 
land (estimated in 1591 as just over 60 statute acres: 
Bailey 1937, 300, n. 1), much of which was held as a 
separate estate attached to Prescot Hall, and was 
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Figure 9: Roby, from the Derby estate map of 1783. 

probably unable to support a large population engaged 

from early on as a town with only a small open field 
system, and a growing proportion of the population may 
have always been involved in trade. In the post-medieval 
period, an analysis of 225 wills dating from 1560 to 
1720 shows that 19% have occupations recorded as 
husbandman or yeoman (Cleaver 1982, 52). However 
it is likely that the majority of the remainder would 
have grown food and kept some livestock on their 
burgage plots within the town itself. 

Elsewhere the town or borough existed side by side 
with the manor, and although a few of the burgesses 
held land at will in the manor at Hale and West Derby 
the separation of burgesses from the other tenants was 
marked. At least during the height of town prosperity 
in this area, the early 13th century, the town should 
not be seen as a mere adjunct to the manor but with 
a separate existence and legal framework. In some 

cases, however, this separation did not last long, and 
the town soon lost its privileged burghal status and 
reverted to a simple manor. 

The diversity of the origins of burgesses, indicated by 
the surnames, is related directly to the status of the 
borough. The prestigious royal borough of Liverpool 
attracted burgesses from long distances, as far as 
London and Caernarfon, while the smaller and later 
foundations had an overwhelmingly local burgess 
population drawn almost entirely from neighbouring 
townships. 

The Decline of the Boroughs 

During the mid 15th century a general decline in 
trading was responsible for the demise of many small 
boroughs. The later medieval period was a time of 
conflict and natural disaster which profoundly affected 
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both agricultural production and commercial activity. 
The Black Death in the middle of the 14th century hit 
the northwest hard, greatly reducing the population and 
leading to a shortage of labour in some areas. During 
the 15th century conflict between the houses of 
Lancaster and York both before and after the execution 
of Earl Thomas led to unsettled conditions which were 
most unfavourable to trade (Cunliffe-Shaw 1956, 405). 
In this economic climate many of the smaller and less 
successful seigniorial boroughs were forced out of 
business while the more prestigious, independent and 
larger royal boroughs survived (Platt 1976, 74). 

The national pattern of commercial decline in the late 
medieval period was mirrored in southwest Lancashire. 
The tithe valuations show that both arable and stock 
farming had expanded considerably in the period from 
the late 12th to late 13th century, with an increase in 
corn production in West Derby hundred. In West Derby 
hundred the vills show a partial recovery with an 
increase in prosperity from the wool trade and arable 
economy by the 15th century, but all areas declined in 
the latter part of the 15th century at the time of civil 
war between the houses of York and Lancaster. This 
was followed by a tremendous rise in agricultural growth 
between the mid 16th and the mid l 7th century 
(Cunliffe-Shaw 1956, 424). 

In the towns of southwest Lancashire the dearth of 
documents for the 15th century makes it difficult to 
trace the continuity of urban institutions from the 
relatively well documented 14th century through to the 
post-medieval period. However, several towns in the 
area appear to have lost their privileged status as 
boroughs by the 16th century. Prescot seems to have 
received its borough charter and lost its borough status 
between the 14th and early 16th century, but 
maintained many of the privileges enjoyed by burgesses 
elsewhere through a charter conferred as tenants of 
Kings College, Cambridge in 1447 (Bailey 1937, 64-73). 
Orrnskirk too had declined to a simple market town 
from a borough by the 16th century (Farrer and 
Brownbill 1907, 263). Roby, West Derby and Hale all 
appear to have lost their burghal status after the end 
of the 14th century. Roby had only received its borough 
charter in 1374 but no more is heard of burgages after 
then. West Derby is thought to have lost its urban 
population to the neighbouring borough of Liverpool 
after the construction of the castle in the early 13th 
century (Cunliffe-Shaw 1956, 33). Liverpool's liberties 
were more extensive and the burgage rents probably 
more favourable than those of West Derby, but the 
latest reference to the borough at West Derby, in 1346, 
shows that not only had it survived but over the 
preceding fifty years had experienced a slight rise in the 
number of burgages. The demise of West Derby as a 
borough then may have occurred as much as a result of 
the wider decline in trade in the later l 4th and l 5th 
century as the transfer of population to Liverpool. 

By the 14th century a network of boroughs had been 
established over the fertile agricultural land of south 
west Lancashire which acted as an essential mechanism 
for the marketing of agricultural produce and provision 
of services through the later medieval period and 
beyond. The development and survival of the towns 
depended not only on a favourable situation with easy 
access from both the rural hinterland and from further 
afield, most Merseyside towns significantly lying on the 
major through routes, but also sufficient trade to 
support a resident population of merchants, artisans and 
suppliers of services. In this area as elsewhere in 
England the towns that declined, or failed, most rapidly 
were the small late seigniorial foundations which were 
unable to secure a local monopoly over trade. 
Therefore the minor boroughs of Hale and Roby may 
have suffered from the widespread decline in population 
and consequent decline in agriculture in the 15th 
century which depressed prices for agricultural produce 
(Postan 1975, 265, 272). The lack of a local monopoly 
in trade will have acted as a decisive factor in the 
failure of these smaller boroughs in the economically 
stagnant years of the 15th century. Roby in particular 
was almost certainly overshadowed by its near neighbour 
Prescot and lacked the focal point of the parish church 
to attract trade from the surrounding manors. In 
addition, the smaller seigniorial boroughs were 
vulnerable to the whim of the lord of the manor who 
at times wished to regain control over the borough to 
minimise the loss to their revenue of the ltberties 
granted in the original charters, as occurred at 
Warrington in the late 13th century (Farrer and 
Brownbill 1907, 319). By contrast, Liverpool, which 
thrived as as a disembarkation point for the Irish and 
Scottish wars of the 14th century, as a port for the 
trade with Ireland and to a much lesser extent with the 
continent, was less vulnerable to competition, having 
trading connections beyond the purely local areas that 
the smaller boroughs served. 

Although several towns lost the privileges of the 
borough, nevertheless many of the markets appear to 
have continued to function throughout the later 
medieval period. The markets at Orrnskirk and Prescot 
survived beyond the 16th century because these towns 
formed nodal points in the marketing system. 

The early importance of a settlement by itself was no 
guarantee of success as a town in the later medieval 
period. Both Newton and West Derby were important 
pre-conquest administrative centres, but the latter was 
largely replaced by Liverpool, while Newton, although 
able to retain its burghal status throughout the period, 
may have suffered adversely from competition from 
Wigan and Warrington which lay to either side of 
Newton on the same major road. Newton was clearly 
affected by the general sense of decay prevalent in the 
15th and 16th century. Leland who visited the town in 
1536 described it as 'a little poore market town' and 
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the town never regained its early importance as in 1795 
Aikin could descnbe it as 'once a small market town, 
and ... now but a village' (Lane 1914, 20). 

Although the royal boroughs appear to have weathered 
the late medieval period best, even they did not escape 
decline during the 16th century. The preamble to an 
Act of Parliament of Henry VIIl states: 'there bad been 
many beautiful houses in Lancaster, Preston, Lyrepool 
and Wigan, but that they are falling into ruin' (Baines 
1870, 178). Wigan and Liverpool were to contribute £50 
and £25 respectively for the Ship Money of 1636, as 
against £7 10s for Newton (Baines 1870, 179), but these 
royal boroughs bad exceptionally favourable charters, 
the benefit of royal patronage and a measure of self 
government which rendered them independent of the 
great landowners to an extent denied to the smaller 
boroughs. 

Conclusions 

One of the most obvious conclusions to emerge from 
a study of the medieval towns of south Lancashire is 
the limited scale of urban development. Many of the 
urban features characteristic of the larger towns, such 
as the merchant gilds, urban churches and borough 
corporations, were with the exception of the royal 
borough of Liverpool, absent from the south Lancashire 
towns. The degree of control exercised by the local lord 
may have thwarted any attempts at self-government in 
the minor boroughs, and the essentially agricultural 
basis of their economic life, serving a narrow local 
market, made towns vulnerable to the decline in both 
arable cultivation and population during the later 
medieval period. At this time many markets in the 
Midlands and north ceased to operate and the wider 
decline in economic activity could lead to the loss of 
burghal status, as occurred at Prescot, Hale and Roby 
(Philpott 1988). 

Archaeological evidence for the medieval period in the 
towns of Merseyside is still sparse. Excavation in 
Prescot, which bas been the subject of the most 
intensive archaeological activity, has so far failed to 
reveal more than a few minor features of medieval date. 
Behind the street frontages the burgage plots seem to 
have been devoted very largely to minor agricultural or 
horticultural activities and so far no sign has been 
recovered of the small scale industrial functions such as 
brewing, pottery production, blacksmithing and baking 
which are certain to have been practised there. 

Much of the historical evidence outlined above, for the 
burghal status of the settlements and for town 
populations and plans, is partially or wholly inaccessible 
to archaeological techniques. Recognition of the status 
of the settlements has therefore relied on documents 
and early maps, supplemented in some cases by 
archaeological fieldwork. The chronology of urban 

development in the Merseyside area relies heavily on 
documentary sources, but the degree to which market 
or borough charters actively stimulated the growth of 
towns or merely recognised their development after the 
event is amenable to archaeological solution. 

It is hoped that a survey of the evidence for the 
medieval towns of the area will provide a framework 
which will not only help to determine and refine future 
archaeological strategies but also provide a model 
against which the archaeological data can be tested. 

The archaeological study of medieval towns in 
Merseyside is still at an early stage. The origins and 
early development of the towns are very obscure. We 
know virtually nothing about the size or type of 
structures erected in medieval towns in Merseyside, and 
despite documentary references, there is little 
archaeological evidence of industry or manufacture. 
Even the durable waste from medieval pottery 
manufacture has so far been recovered only from 
Prescot, despite documentary evidence for manufacture 
in Liverpool. 

The burgage plots remain almost completely 
unexamined and large scale excavation of whole single 
plots or groups of plots is required where preservation 
of archaeological features is likely to be good, in, for 
example, Newton, Roby or Hale. Details of the plot 
size and the date of layout, the activities practised there 
and evidence of reorganisation and amalgamation would 
all benefit from archaeological excavation. The recovery 
of imported artefacts would give an indication of the 
trade patterns both within southwest Lancashire and 
also further afield, while the environmental sampling for 
contents of cess pits and other negative features may 
provide evidence for local diet and the state of health 
of the inhabitants, examination of animal bones may 
throw light on husbandry practice, while pollen analysis 
may illuminate vegetational conditions within the vicinity 
of the town. If answers to some of these problems are 
to be found, a co-ordinated and adequately funded 
programme of excavation and documentary research is 
urgently needed to take advantage of rescue 
opportunities offered by the current pace of 
redevelopment. 
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MERSEYSIDE: TIIE POST-ROMAN POTTERY 

P. J. Davey 

Introduction 

Ten years ago little was known of the ceramic history 
of Merseyside. The only published groups of medieval 
material were the 19th century stray finds from Meals 
(Hume 1863), the 32 sherds from West Derby Castle 
excavated in the summer of 1927 (Droop and Larkin 
1928; Davey 1977a, 68-69), a few sherds from earlier 
excavations at Birkenhead Priory (Laing 1975) and a 
stray find from Frankby (Davey 1973) and St Anne's 
Well, Sutton (Davey 1981). A number of complete 
post-medieval coarse ware vessels in St Helens Museum 
had already been collected (Davey and Morgan 1981). 
Medieval pottery from the Old Hutte and Wright's 
Moat at Hale (Wrathmell forthcoming) and post
medieval pottery from Sefton Old Hall, was known, but 
had not been studied or published. A single clay pipe 
bowl was recorded from Speke Hall as early as 1857 
(Watt 1856/57). 

Since March 1976 a great deal of new material has 
come to light. Excavations carried out by the 
Merseyside Archaeological Society at South Castle 
Street, Liverpool in the summers of 1976 (Davey 1985) 
and 1977 (McNeil 1985) provided excellent sequences 
of 17th and 18th century pottery and other artefacts 
from contexts which could be independently dated with 
reasonable precision (Davey 1977b; Davey and McNeil 
1985). Students of the University of Liverpool's Institute 
of Extension Studies and its Rescue Archaeology Unit 
undertook fieldwork and excavations in Rainford 
between 1977 and 1980. These recovered a 17th century 
clay tobacco pipe kiln group (Coney 1979; Davey et al. 
1982; Davey 1982a; 1982b), a contemporary pottery 
kiln dump (Brown, Davey and Freke forthcoming) and 
a mass of field evidence for both industries over a wide 
area of St Helens District (Chitty 198lb; Lewis, 
Richardson and Dagnall 1982). A few medieval and 
post-medieval sherds and clay pipes were collected from 
field walking on the route of the M58 (Chitty 1977c; 
1977b; Coney 1977; 1980), a single medieval jug handle 
was recovered from excavations at Wavertree (Chitty 
1977a; Morgan 1977). 

More recently, between 1980 and 1985 the Rescue 
Archaeology Unit, the Institute of Extension Studies, 
the Archaeological Survey and the North West 
Archaeological Trust have been involved in a series of 
excavations in Prescot (Holgate 1989; Freke 1989a, 
1989b; McNeil 1989; Philpott 1989c). These have given 
us not only the first medieval kiln group from the 
county, but also a number of important 18th century 
and early 19th century kiln assemblages (Davey 1989a, 
b and c). In addition, a small 17th century domestic 
group was excavated from a building in Eccleston Street 
(Cowell and Chitty 1989). Elsewhere, more restricted 
excavations at Bromborough Court House (Freke 1981), 

Speke Hall (Nicholson 1983, 33; Higgins forthcoming), 
Irby Mill (Chitty 1981a), Sefton Old Hall (Lewis 1981) 
and Ince Blundell have recovered useful collections of 
post-medieval pottery. Fieldwalking by the Society and 
the Survey has enlarged the geographical distribution of 
many of the wares found in excavation. In particular, 
Ron Cowell has recovered some important groups of 
medieval pottery from his 'sampling' exercises in a 
number of different parts of Knowsley District and the 
Society's regular visits to Hilbre Island have amassed an 
impressive group of 17th and 18th century wares from 
buried occupation soils being eroded from cliffs on the 
west side of the main island. 

The evidence available for this survey is, nevertheless, 
far from ideal. First, there is nothing like enough 
excavation evidence, especially from the medieval 
period. Too few, even of recent excavations, have 
provided clearly stratified sequences with which to erect 
a chronological structure for Merseyside ceramics. Only 
the 1976 South Castle Street site can really claim close 
independent dating (Davey 1985a). Secondly, what 
exc;avations there have been are poorly spread 
geographically and almost certainly unrepresentative 
socio-economically, as castle and manorial sites 
predominate. Thirdly, the local kiln groups arc both 
chronologically scattered, which inhibits the production 
of reliable regional typologies, and do not coincide with 
the periods covered by the best domestic assemblages. 
Fourthly, the examination of distribution and marketing 
patterns is made problematic by the lack of known 
production centres in surrounding areas and by the 
paucity of excavations in neighbouring market towns 
which might have allowed the degree of inter-regional 
competition to be assessed. Finally, the whole study is 
complicated by the curious geography of a 'politically' 
devised area. In particular, the marked contrast between 
the northern end of Wirral, which would be much more 
happily and reasonably discussed as part of the political 
and economic history of Cheshire, and those parts of 
rural south Lancashire which form much of the 
remainder of Merseyside, appears all-pervasive. 

The survey which follows is an attempt to summarize 
what is known of Merseyside's ceramics, in 
chronological order, dealing largely with the major sites, 
but referring to individual pieces from others where 
necessary. An attempt is made to place developments 
in Merseyside within a wider context so that parallels 
from further afield are introduced where appropriate. 

The 'Dark Ages' 

The Roman presence is not particularly well 
represented on Merseyside so that at the end of the 
Roman period there were no established urban centres 
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Figure 1: Birkenhead Priory: medieval ceramic finds (after Laing 1975, Fig. 9). 
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Figure 2: West Derby Castle: medieval pottery (after Droop and Larkin 1928; Davey 1977a, 69). 
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in which some kind of 'civilized' life could continue 
which might have produced or imported pottery. 
Neither did there develop centres of power in the Dark 
Ages such as might have attracted pottery from the 
continent. Chester is the only regional centre where 
both types of pottery occur in small quantities, though 
even there the evidence for any substantial urban 
activity is slight (Rutter 1985, 40). Within Merseyside 
the site at Meols is the only real contender as some 
kind of economic focus in post-Roman times. The 
paucity of finds which can be securely dated, their 
sometimes ambiguous history within the 19th century 
collections, and the lack of secure contexts, makes the 
site of doubtful status, despite the quantity of academic 
discussion (eg Bu'Lock 1960, 3-5; 1972, 35; Chitty and 
Warhurst 1977, 20-22) devoted to it. 

Saxo-Norman pottery 

From around AD 900 a locally produced ceramic type, 
'Chester Ware,' makes an appearance (Carrington 1975; 
Rutter 1985). This wheel-thrown, thoroughly oxidized 
pottery, with its characteristic rouletted decoration, is 
part of a tradition stretching from Winchester and 
Exeter in the south to Gloucester, Hereford and 
Stafford in the west Midlands. It is tempting to link the 
spread of potting technology in this fairly sophisticated 
form to the Saxon movements into the region and the 
establishment of the first urban societies. This seems 
to be confirmed by the occurrence of 'Chester Ware' at 
the Saxon new town of Rhuddlan, founded c. 915, and 
to sites and areas known to be under their control in 
the lOth and llth centuries. The nearest find of this 
ware to Merseyside is a single sherd from Ellesmere 
Port. Despite very extensive fieldwork, it is not known 
north of the Mersey, where the towns appear to be of 
later origin (Philpott 1988). 

Thus, while Merseyside seems to have been truly 
aceramic until at least the Norman period, the question 
arises as to when pottery comes into general use. Here, 
the lack of dated sequences poses an insuperable 
difficulty. Post-Saxo-Norman pottery occurs in quantity 
in Chester, but absolute dating is not clear. At Norton 
Priory a small group of cooking pots was recovered 
from primary deposits associated with the construction 
of timber domestic buildings during the 12th century 
(Greene and Noake 1977, 54-55). No comparable 
material has been found on Merseyside sites. Although 
this might imply Jack of pottery in circulation in the 
county until after 1200, the absence of excavation 
evidence which is clearly from this period and the 
marked differences between the pottery of later 
medieval date north and south of the Mersey, suggest 
that some caution is required. 

The major medieval sites in the county do not provide 
a great deal of illumination. The small number of sherds 
from Birkenhead Priory include fragments of Saintonge 
mottled green which may be of 13th century date, but, 

as this ware has a Jong production range, the 
Birkenhead finds could belong to the 14th or even the 
15th century. The two jordans from the site and the 
floor tiles probably do date to the 14th century or later 
(Fig. 1). The rather larger group of clearly medieval 
finds from West Derby Castle has not been located so 
that comment on them has to rely on the published 
plates (Fig. 2; Droop and Larkin 1928; Davey 1977a, 
68-69). Many of the pieces are clearly of high quality 
and reflect the status of the site. They all seem to be 
from jugs including examples with wavy tine incised 
zones on the body and pulled handles with both 
thumbed and rouletted decoration. One jug has a most 
unusual qua trefoil opening in the base of a bridge spout 
(Fig. 2, no. 2). Given the castle's abandonment around 
1250, this group may well date from the first half of the 
13th century. 

The Jack of finds of medieval date from the much more 
numerous moated sites in the county is particularly 
disappointing. Only a handful of sherds in total have 
been recovered from excavations at Sefton Old Hall 
(Lewis 1981), Speke Hall (Higgins forthcoming), 
Bromborough Court House (Freke 1981), The Old 
Hutte (Hurst 1961) and Yew Tree House, Halewood 
(Warhurst 1977). Whilst the back filled moats often 
produce ample evidence of post-medieval occupation 
such as the splendid series of finds recovered from 
Sefton by B.J.N. Edwards during the road widening 
scheme of 1964, on no site has sufficient area on the 
moated platform itself been explored for truly in situ 
finds to be made in any quantity. The ploughed fields 
around such sites might well provide better evidence of 
the wares in use during their occupation (eg the 
fieldwalking finds from near Melting House, Lewis 1982, 
102). In terms of pottery finds alone, few of them can 
be shown to have been lived on during the medieval 
period. 

The pottery from Meols was recently relocated in 
Liverpool Museum and will soon be published (Rutter 
forthcoming). It is a varied domestic assemblage, very 
difficult to date, but quite clearly different from 
fieldwalking material from the rest of Merseyside. The 
identifiable types are from Cheshire, north Wales and 
further south. In contrast is the kiln group excavated in 
Prescot, where, at Site D, 79 out of a total of 399 
sherds are considered wasters (Fig. 3; Freke 1989a). 
The material recovered is highly fired with 'sandy' 
quartz inclusions and includes a number of fragments of 
glazed daub. Holgate found sherds of this type on Sites 
B and C at Prescot and a further 46 sherds were 
recovered from the sampling excavations (Philpott and 
Davey 1984; 1989). Fieldwalking groups from a variety 
of sites in Knowsley and Newton-le-Willows collected by 
the Archaeological Survey are also dominated by this 
'Prescot-type sandy ware'. This first medieval production 
group from the county is important because it begins 
to close the gap between the known kiln sites in mid 
Cheshire and the next waster group north, in the Lune 
Valley at Docker Moor. The Prescot finds belong to the 
so-called 'northern gritty' tradition known from both 
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sides of the Pennines and seem far less sophisticated 
than products of the Cheshire/West Midlands area. 
These geographic differences seem to confirm the 
Mersey as a major cultural divide during the medieval 
period. 

At the moment there is no satisfactory way of dating 
Prescot-type sandy ware. Although it does not seem to 
occur at either Birkenhead Priory or West Derby 
Castle, these are very small groups on which to base an 
argument from silence. The late development of urban 
market economies in the region suggests that a date in 
the later 14th or 15th century might be most likely. 

The 16th century 

In common with other centres in the Midlands and 
Yorkshire the late 15th and 16th centuries sees a major 
change in the technology, typology and cultural role of 
pottery in Merseyside. The highly fired 'purple' 
coarsewares and the brown glazed Cistercian wares fired 
in saggars in distinctly improved multi-flued kilns found 
on a range of Merseyside and nearby sites appear very 
similar to those known from the Midlands and West 
Yorkshire (Brears 1967). The forms show great 
diversification compared with those of the medieval 
period. There is a new range of tablewares which 
implies changes in table behaviour. The quality of the 
products also suggests that they had a much wider 
socio-economic distribution. Although no production 
groups have been found in the northwest, differences 
in detail between local finds and those from other areas, 
together with the first documentary evidence for potting 
in the Prescot area in the early 16th century suggest 
very strongly that they were made in the town (Davey 
1978a; Davey 1989c). Whilst the largest groups of this 
early post-medieval material are from Bewsey Old Hall 
and Twiss Green moated sites in Warrington, the best 
dated finds are those from Norton Priory and Speke 
Hall. The Cistercian-type ware from Norton can be 
securely dated to after the dissolution as the major finds 
are from the cloister garth which was used as a rubbish 
tip in the period of the Brooke's occupation 
immediately after their purchase from Henry VIII 
(Green and Noake 1977, 58-59). Unfortunately, it is not 
clear whether there is a time lag, and, if so, for how 
long, between their removal to the site and the 
commencement of rubbish disposal in the cloister, nor 
is it clear for how long this process continued. Finds of 
clay tobacco pipes in these deposits dating from the 
period 1600-1640 suggest that it would be unwise to use 
the Norton material as evidence of an early date for 
these wares in the northwest. By contrast the very few 
fragments of both coarse utilitarian vessels and 
tablewares recovered from Speke Hall were certainly 
sealed beneath the floor of the west range known to 
have been constructed in the mid 16th century (Fig. 4; 
Higgins forthcoming). 

Rural production in the l 7th century 

In the 17th century documentary and field evidence for 
pottery making on Merseyside begins to become more 
widespread (Cleaver 1982; Cowell 1982). The wills, 
inventories and rentals of farmers in St Helens district 
show quite clearly that, at least by the middle of the 
century, many farmers were producing pottery and clay 
tobacco pipes as part of their livelihood (Chitty 198lb; 
Pope 1982). Extensive fieldwalking has recovered quite 
a number of kiln groups from these rural sites. In 1978 
a group of extra mural students excavated, close to 
Rainford Church, the dumped remains of at least three 
separate muffie bases (King 1982a; Withersby 1982) 
together with large quantities of wasted pipes, of the 
period 1640-1660, several of which were later 
reconstructed (Davey et al. 1982; Higgins 1982). 
Beneath the tip, a certain amount of apparently 
contemporary domestic pottery was recovered (Coney 
and King 1982). In 1979 and 1980 the same student 
group and the Rescue Archaeology Unit were able to 
excavate small areas of the same and an adjacent field 
during the construction of a spectators' stand for 
Rainford Tennis Club. These excavations recovered 
evidence for contemporary pottery production on the 
same site, almost certainly a farm complex, which was 
only replaced by the existing church in 1878 (Brown, 
Davey and Freke forthcoming). 

The pottery consists of coarse red bodied and buff 
bodied earthenwares, including a range of drinking 
vessels and tablewares as well as larger containers, 
probably for use in the kitchen or dairy. The majority 
of the production appears to have been of brown or 
nearly black glazed red earthenware, the bodies of 
which become increasingly mixed with grog or 
laminations of buff firing clay as the pots became larger 
(Fig. 5, nos 1, 2, 9, 11 and 12; Cook 1980). Both the 
technology and style of the potting seems to descend 
directly from the 'local' Cistercian wares of the previous 
century and to match the continuum encountered in the 
excavations at Wrenthorpe (Moorhouse 1988). An 
individual drinking vessel with facetted stem appears to 
have been a distinctively local product and has been 
found on a number of sites in the region (Fig. 6, no 4). 
The buff bodied wares consist of small bowls and cups, 
the latter fired in saggars (Fig. 5, nos 4, 5, 7, 8 and 10). 
These are firmly in the 'Midlands Yellow' tradition, 
except that the Rainford products are more crudely 
made. 

Clay tobacco pipes 

The clay pipes made in the same farmyard are the first 
clearly south Lancashire-types. Although there is 
evidence of a pipe maker in Prescot in 1622 (Knowles 
1980, 50; Davey 1989d), this is the first production 
group from the county and seems to represent the 
beginning of the Rainford industry, which, based initially 
on local supplies of pipe clay and fuel (Crofton 1889), 
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Figure 5: Rainford: part of the 17th century kiln group. 1. Speckled red earthenware; 2, 9, 11 and 12. Dark-glazed 
red earthenware; 3. Unglazed red earthenware; 4, 5, 7, 8 and 10. Yellow-ware. Scale: x1/3 (drawn by A and A King). 
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Figure 6: Some examples of facetted-stem drinking vessels from the northwest. 1. Chester (after Rutter 1990, Fig. 99, 
no. 76); 2-3. Rainford (after Gibson 1877, Plate 9); 4. Rainford kiln site (drawn by A. and A. King); 5-7. Prescot 
(after Philpott 1989a, 30, Fig 7.4); Scales: 1-3. x1/3; 4-7. x2/3• 
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Figure 7a: l 7th century Rainford-type clay tobacco pipes from excavations in the northwest: 1. Buckley (Bentley et 
al. Fig. 4); 2-3. Rainford pipe kiln (Higgins 1982, Fig. 22); 4. Ordsall Hall Demesne Farm (Davey 1980a, Fig. 11); 
5. Rainford (Davey 1978b, Fig. 2); 6-7. Ordsall Hall Demesne Farm (Davey 1980a, Fig. 11); 8. Peel Castle, Isle of 
Man (Davey forthcoming); 9-10. Chester (Rutter and Davey 1980, 131, Fig. 49); 11. Sandbach (Higgins 1987a, Fig. 
2); 12. Hillis i:'.ower, Dumfries (Williams 1980, 14). 

Figure 7b: 18th century Rainford-type clay tobacco pipe roller stamps from excavations in the northwest. 1-6 Heel 
stamps, 7-12 Bowl stamps: 13. Castle Steet, Liverpool (Davey 1985d, Fig 46); 14. Warrington (Higgins 1987a, Fig. 
11); 15. Prescot (Davey 1989d, Fig. 4.8); 16. Rainford (Davey et al. 1982, 5, Fig. 2); 17. Warrington (Higgins 1987a, 
Fig. 11); 18. Rainford (Dagnall 1982c, 134, Fig. 4); 19. Ordsall Hall Demesne Farm (Davey 1980a, Fig. 9); 20-21. 
Rainford (Davey et al. 1982, Fig. 2). 

Scales: Pipe bowls 1:1; Stamp details 1:1 or 2:1; Roller stamps 1:1 or 2:1. 
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managed to survive until well into the 20th century 
(Fig. 7a; Berry 1963; King 1982b). The obviously 
'experimental' nature of the fabric of the muffles, made 
of pipe clay reinforced with straw, which is a method of 
strengthening rare elsewhere, suggests that the 
farmer/potters decided to diversify into pipe making of 
their own accord as a result of a commercial 
opportunity perhaps provided by the dislocation of 
longer distance trade caused by the Civil War or by the 
rapid increase in tobacco smoking which seems to have 
followed it. 

There appear to be two main families of pipes from 
the mid 17th century onwards. The first, of which the 
excavated kiln dump provides the type examples, are 
flat-heeled, with relief stamps on the underneath. The 
second are spurred, with curious semi circular marks 
with crests on the front of the bowl facing the smoker. 
Both types begin with neat well made shapes not far 
different from London forms. These can be seen to 
develop into a regional series throughout the l 7th and 
well into the 18th century. The later examples are often 
more poorly made and sometimes even grotesquely 
styled. Local clay sources seem to have been used until 
around 1750, when west country clays, which had been 
arriving at both Chester and Liverpool since at least 
early in the 17th century (Grant 1983), began to be 
shipped in and transported from Widnes overland. In 
the early part of the 18th century Rainford makers 
developed a distinctive form of roller stamped stem 
marking which seems to be the local answer to the 
better known decorated stems from Chester and 
Nottingham (Fig. 7b). 

The major problem at present is to decide how far 
these 'south Lancashire' types emanate specifically from 
Rainford and how far the known Rainford products 
form part of a regional tradition. Although large 
quantities of both types of 17th century pipe have been 
recovered from fieldwalking in St Helens District, only 
three groups, all of the flat-heeled variety, are clearly 
kiln assemblages. The first is the excavated material 
from near Rainford Church, the second is a collection 
from ploughed land near Reeds Brow, Rainford, where 
pipes marked RY on the heel and kiln furniture were 
found (Fig. 7a, nos 6 and 7; Davey 1978b; Lewis, 
Richardson and Dagnan 1982, 100-101). The third is a 
rather equivocal group from fieldwalking at Primrose 
Hill, Rainford (Dagnall 1982b). So far there are no 
production groups of the spurred variety. Thin section 
analysis of similar pipes from South Castle Street 
suggested that these were made from imported clay 
(Davidson and Davey 1982; Davey 1985d). This raises 
the question as to how far and at what date the 
industry developed in Liverpool itself. From farther 
north, groups of pipes of the same date from the Fylde 
and Lancaster bear the same types of stamps with some 
different sets of initials and minor differences in 
moulding detail (Davey 1977c; Davey 1978c). The late 
17th century attempts by the Lowther family to make 
pipes at Whitehaven appear to have involved families 
with typical Rainford names (Weatherill and Edwards 

1971). Similarly the 18th century industry in Lancaster 
included makers with probable south Lancashire 
antecedents who also used similar roller stamping on 
their stems (White 1975). At Rainford itself a number 
of 18th century production site groups have been 
recovered including several roller stamped products of 
a Jo Rainford from fieldwalking at Orrets Nook 
(Dagnall 1982a; Hollis 1982) and a fine collection of 
decorated moulded bowls found during Pilkington's sand 
extraction at Rookery Farm (Dagnall 1982c). 

Pottery and clay pipes from Rainford have provided 
essential evidence for the strength of the earth's 
magnetic field during the 17th century (Games 1980; 
Games 1981; Games and Davey 1985, 47). This 
research may, in the long term, provide an independent 
means of dating fragments of pottery which does not 
rely on finding an undisturbed kiln base. 

Only a great deal more fieldwork in Rainford and in 
other likely 17th and early 18th century production 
centres, especially those with available local pipe clay 
sources and fuel supplies, will clarify this rather complex 
situation. What is clear is that south Lancashire was the 
focus for a major clay pipe industry from the mid 17th 
to the mid 18th century. Its area of influence lay largely 
from a line running from Liverpool and the Mersey 
probably as far east as Manchester and northwards at 
least to southern Cumbria. South of the Mersey the 
important industries at Chester, Newcastle-under-Lyme 
and Broseley seem to have restricted its market area 
quite considerably (Higgins 1987a). More recent 
documentary and field research by Dagnall has only 
served to accentuate the complexity and range of this 
industry (Dagnall 1985, 1987a, 1987b, 1987c, 1988). 

It seems unlikely that the few pipe clay wig curlers 
which have been found in the county are locally made 
(Philpott 1985c). 

Later pottery production 

During the 18th century the evidence for Merseyside 
pottery manufacture moves to Prescot and Liverpool 
(Fig. 8; Mayer 1855; Smith 1874; Hurst 1969; Hillis 
1985). Lancashire potters also turn up in other 
production centres, such as the Ironbridge Gorge area 
(Higgins 1989). That Prescot pottery had some kind of 
reputation at least locally is evidenced by two entries in 
Nicholas Blundell's Diurnal. On September 24th 1702 

'I went from Ditton to Mr Harrop at Warington 
according to my Brothers orders, from thence I 
came to Prescot where I bought Fine Mugs of Mr 
Cubben thence I came to Leverpole'. 

and in a household account of December lOth 1709 he 
records 

'Coffy pots 6 of Prescot Wair ..... 3s Od' 
(Tyrer 1968). 
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Figure 9: South Castle Street, Liverpool: 1-4. Dark-glazed fine wares (Philpott 1985b, Figs 30 and 31); 5-8. Mottled 
ware (Philpott 1985a, Figs 17-19); 9. Unglazed sugar mould (Innes and Philpott 1985, Fig. 4.2, no. 314 - there 
published upside down unwittingly). Scale: 1/2. 
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Excavated groups from Prescot show the production of 
mottled wares, dark-glazed (often previously referred to 
as 'black-glazed') red and buff bodied earthenwares and 
probably sugar moulds (Brooks 1989; Cresswell and 
Davey 1989; Davey 1989c; Philpott 1989b). According 
to documentary sources, both brown and white salt
glazed stoneware was in production there by the middle 
of the century (Oswald et al. 1981). Apart from a few 
possible scraps from Holgate's excavations, the only 
substantial stoneware evidence is for the production of 
wine flagons very late in the 18th century and in the 
first few decades of the 19th (Hollis 1989). At 
Liverpool, documentary evidence for tin-glazed 
earthenware is plentiful from the early 1700s. The 
South Castle Street excavations recovered saggars, test 
pieces and a good range of domestic delftware securely 
dated to before 1726 (Fig. 8; Morgan 1985). The 
Liverpool excavations also produced dark-glazed wares 
and mottled wares of a type indistinguishable from the 

Figure 10: Prescot: Transfer printed 
porcelain jug from Richard Cbaffer's 
factory in Liverpool, depicting 
Thomas Spencer's workshop, prob
ably situated in Prescot, height 
175mm (photograph courtesy of 
the City Museum and Art Gallery, 
Stoke-on-Trent). 

Prescot finds (Fig. 9; Philpott 1985a, 1985b) and a 
range of self-coloured and unglazed products including 
parts of sugar moulds (Innes 1985; Innes and Philpott 
1985; Philpott 1985d). It is not yet clear how far these 
coarser wares were actually made in Liverpool or 
whether they were largely produced in Prescot for the 
Liverpool market. The move of the Liverpool potter 
Thomas Spencer to Prescot by 1754 might suggest that 
there was some kind of specialization being developed 
so that the red earthenwares were made in Prescot 
where both clay and fuel were available and the tin
glazed wares were focused on Liverpool as the material 
for their bodies and glazes had to be imported. The 
illustration of Spencer's pottery on a porcelain jug in 
Hanley Museum is, therefore, probably of his works in 
Prescot. It seems to show the owner of the works 
having a 'little accident' and upsetting shelves full of 
sugar moulds over his workshop floor (Fig. 10). The 
rest of the South Castle Street ceramic finds are more 
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enigmatic. The site produced a range of fine slipwares, 
particularly cups and press moulded plates (Davey 
1985b) and also group of brown salt-glazed stoneware 
with rouletted decoration, again of high quality (Fig. 
11; Danby and Philpott 1985). So far there has 
been no indication either from Liverpool or Prescot 
that such wares were being made in Merseyside during 
the first quarter of the 18th century. The wares are 
similar 10 those from kiln site in Stoke-on-Trent and 
may have been imported from there. On the other hand 
the Liverpool and Prescot potters were technically 
capable of such products. For the moment this must be 
left as an open question. 

Imported pottery 

Throughout the ceramic post-Roman period clearly 
identifiable imports have played a minor role in 
Merseyside. The first is the Saintonge mottled green 
jug from Birkenhead Priory. To this can be added a 
scaner of such finds from other sites in the region, 
particularly Chester (Davey and Rutter 1975; 1977; 
Davey 1983). Apart from this, the county lacks other 
medieval imports. This way well be due to the absence 
of domestic excavation evidence from the high middle 
ages, rather than to a lack of circulation of such pottery 
in the area. From the 16th century, when both 
fieldwalking and excavation groups become more 
common, a trickle of finds from further afield have 
been identified. From Speke, a fragment of a fine green 
Bea uvais jug, sherds from two late Saintonge unglazed 
jugs, part of a Cologne stoneware drinking vessel and 
a boule like vessel from one of the Surrey production 
sites were found in the upper fills of a water containing 
feature, probably an earlier moat, beneath the west 
range Higgins forthcoming). A Siegburg stoneware jug 
rim was excavated at Sefton Old Hall (Fig. 12, 2). The 
South Castle Street site produced fragments of a late 
Saintonge polychrome face mask, an olive jar, pieces of 
Westerwald stoneware, a sherd of ?north African red 
burnished ware and north Devon gravel-tempered, 
smoothware and slipware (Davey 1985c). This latter 
trade, evidenced by the Port Books (cf Grant 1983) is 
particularly well illustrated by the pottery assemblage 
collected over the years by the Society from the Hilbre 
Islands, and by two nearly complete vessels, including 
a sgraffito dish from Sefton Old Hall (Fig. 12, 1 and 3), 
and a few stray fieldwalking finds. The group from 
Hilbre is particularly interesting in that it includes some 
good examples of 18th century Buckley slipwares. The 
most distinctive of these - red bodied, press moulded 
dishes with free, dashing and confident designs (Davey 
1987, 102) - have yet to be found north of the Mersey, 
emphasizing once again the separation between the 
Chester/Cheshire orientation of Wirral and the relative 
isolation of the Liverpool area. 

Conclusions 

The post-Roman ceramic history of Merseyside is full 

of lacunae, both in terms of long periods of time for 
which there is little or no evidence and socio
economically, as there have been far too few 
excavations for confident generalisations to be made. 
What is clear is that pottery use and production came 
late to the area and to begin with use was probably 
confined to those groups in society - the inhabitants of 
castle and monastery - whose life styles elsewhere 
demanded ceramic containers at table. Not until town 
life became fully established in the later middle ages did 
pottery use become widespread and local production 
develop, such as that discovered by Holgate in Prescot. 
The 16th century seems to have seen a rapid 
population rise and the development of coal based 
industries. From soon after 1500 Merseyside seems to 
have become a significant production centre for 
Cistercian-type wares and their coarse relatives. These 
developments and their l 7th century progeny are 
paralleled in other Coal Measure areas such as West 
Yorkshire, Stoke-on-Trent and Ironbridge. They form 
part of the background to the rapid economic and 
technological changes which ushered in the Industrial 
Revolution at those same locations. The climax of 
Merseyside's pottery tradition came in the 18th century 
with the 'industrialized' production of dark-glazed 
earthenwares and stonewares in Prescot and the success 
of Liverpool's tin-glazed and porcelain makers. Future 
fieldwork and excavation should aim to elucidate the 
relationship between these two groups of potters and 
attempt to close the multitude of gaps in present 
knowledge. 

Future research 

The most serious problem for post-Roman ceramics 
research in Merseyside is lack of data. First, many more 
excavation sequences from a wide range of sites of all 
periods are needed for a clear picture to emerge. In 
particular, relationships with the nearer parts of south 
Lancashire, Greater Manchester and north Cheshire 
need to be clarified. Unfortunately these areas are even 
less well documented than is Merseyside. Secondly, 
many more kiln sites need to be located, so that 
distribution patterns and regional variation can be 
properly assessed. These require extensive field work 
combined with documentary research throughout the 
northwest. 

The sourcing of the most common earthenwares, both 
medieval and post-medieval, remains a major difficulty. 
Although it has proved possible to distinguish some of 
the local pipe clays by thin section analysis (Davidson 
and Davey 1982), most of the earthenwares derive from 
glacial till deposits which are poorly differentiated by 
geologists and very hard to define. A possible solution 
might be to turn attention to the sources of lead in the 
glazes used on the pottery by the use of trace element 
or isotope profiles. If, for example, Staffordshire post
medieval ware used Derbyshire lead and Buckley/ 
Liverpool ware used Flintshire ores it might be possible 
to use differences in the raw materials from the two 
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Figure 11: South Castle Street, Liverpool: 1-4. Slipware (Davey 1985b, Figs 10, 12, 15, nos 64, 2, 1 and 25); 5-8. 
Stoneware (Danby and Philpott 1985, Fig. 28, nos 155, 152, 159 and 156). Scale: 1/2. 
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Figure 12: Sefton Old Hall 'imported' pottery: 1. Pipkin in north Devon gravel-tempered ware; 2. Stoneware jug rim 
fro m Siegburg, with moulded 'Janus' head motif; 3. North Devon slipware dish with sgraffito decoration. Scale: x1

/2. 
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areas to distinguish the products of those two industries. 

The use of pottery to define socio-economic differences 
is, so far, poorly developed in the region. Once again, 
much more data from sites of known status is needed 
in order to develop this approach. The chronology and 
social pervasivness of pottery use in the middle ages is 
still a matter of conjecture. 

Finally, a significant contribution to the understanding 
of post-Roman ceramics in the region would be 
achieved if all the archaeologists involved were to 
publish the many excavation and fieldwalking groups 
which languish in our local museums and unit stores. 
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hunting see also parks 

medieval 116 

145 

prehistoric 22, 23, 26, 28, 29, 31, 32, 38, 39, 4S, 47, 48, 
S4, SS 

Huyton 82, 90, 96 
hydroseral succession 7 

Ince Blundell 87, 9I, I21 
inscriptions 70 

Calderstones 35, 40, 44, 48 
Oiristian 82-84 
runes 84 

Irby 23, 33, 39, 63, 6S, 66, (/), I2I 
Ireland 30, 35, 40, 68, 76, 79, 80, 83 

trade with I I 8 
Iron Age see also hillforts 

Beeslon Castle, Cheshire S2 
Camp Hill, Woollon SO 
clearance SO 
climate S 
climatic deterioration 7, S2, 53 
cropmarlcs SO 
metalwork 48, SO-S3, 63, 66, 67, 68-70, 72 
pottery S2, 53 
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Woolden, Greater Manchester 53 

Kirkby '1:7, 82, 90, 99 
Knowsley 8, 9, 11, 12, 23, '1:7, 37, 43, 50, 65, 67, 69, 72, 

73, 89, 98-100 
poucry from 121, 124 

lakes 4, 8, 13, 26, 28 see also mosslands 
Martin Mere, Lancashire 4, 9, 11, 15 

Lancashire 
prelustoric 22, 26, 28-30, 37, 38, 40, 47, 52, 55 
pottery from 121, 127, 132, 136 

land ase I, 12, 15, 87, 89, 92 
prehistoric 39, 40, 42, 43, 47, 54, 55 

Landican 83, 84 
land tenure 

from the Crown 97 
knights' fees 97 
socage 97 
thanage 89, 97-99 

landlords 89, 107 
Langdales 35 
language 76 
Linacre in Bootle 90 
Litherland 90, 92 
Linle Crosby 7, 26, 27, 30, 35, 37, 83, 87, 88, 90, 91, 98 

Morehouses 87, 89 
Little W oolton 89 
Liverpool 1-3, 7-9, 11, 15, 21, 27, 35, 44, 45, 48, 50, 51, 

55, 61, 65, 67-70, 72, 73, 84,93, 
100, 105, 107-110, 112, 113, 
116-119 

ponery from 121, 124, 131 -136 
Lydiate 67, 90-94, 100 

M58 roadway 
pottery from 121 

MacMaelcon, king of the Picts 78 
Maghull 67 
Makerfield 65, 83 
Manchester 25, 47, 48, 50, 52, 66, 73, 79, 80, 87, 94, 

97, 101, 108, 109 
pottery from 132, 136 

manors 87-89, 91-93, 96, 107-109, 113, 
116-118 

market economy 108 
markets 66, 87, 107-109, 118, 119 

charters 107, 108, I 09 
Mawdsley, Lancashire 29 
Melling 36, 67 

pottery from 124 
Meols 4, 7, 9, 13, 63, 66-70, 72, 73, 83, 84, 87, 90, 93, 

108 
pottery from 124 
pre-conquest, finds from 84 
prehistoric 23, 26, 27, 33, 35, 37, 42, 45, 50, 53, 54 
Roman, finds from 70, 73 

Mercia 76, 78, 80, 83 
Mesolithic period 22, 33, 42, 54 see also mosslands, 

pollen 
Aberffraw, Anglesey 25 
Alderley Edge, Cheshire 25 
artefactual record 22 
Bidston Moss 11, 12 
fire-induced clearance 11 
communities 26, 27, 29, 31, 32 
Croxteth Park 27, 29 
flint 10, 11 
hunting 10 

Index 

microliths 22, 23, 25, 27-29, 31 
Moreton 11 
plant communities 8, 10 
pollen 10, 11 
post and stake holes 23 
Poulton-le-Fylde, Lancashire 10, 22 
Radcliffe, Greater Manchester 25 
Rhuddlan, Qwyd 25, 26, 28 
sea level 3, 10, 23, 25, 26 
senlement 22, 25, 'Il-29 
Squibb's Factory, Moreton 'l:7 

metalwork see also coins 
Anglo-S.xon 76, 80, 84 
Bron:zc Age/Iroo Age 42-44, 48, 50-53, 55 
hoards 53 
dirks 44, 53 
Romano-British 63, 65-71 

middens 16 
Bron:zc Age 42 

moated sites 87, 90, 93-98, 124-127 
Bewsey Old Hall, Cheshire 14, 16 
Bromborough Court House 13, 80 
pottery from 121, 124, 126, 127, 136 
Speice Hall 14, 16 
Twiss Green, Oleshire (Tanner's Farm) 15 

moats 12, 94, 96-98 
environmental information from 14, 16 
rock-cut 93 
satellite 97 

monastic houses 89, 97 
Birkenhead Priory 15, 89, 91, 96 

pottery from 121, 122, 124, 127, 136 
Cockersand Abbey, Lancashire 89, 92 
Knights' Hospitallers 90 
Norton Priory, Cheshire 13, 15 

poucry from 124, 127 
St Werburgh, Chester 96 
Upholland Priory. Lancashire 90 

Morehouses, see Little Crosby 
Moreton 11, 67, 69, 88, 90 

prehistoric 'IT, 37 
mosslands 88 

Bidston Moss 11, 12, 26, 27, 30, 37 
Burtonwood Moss, Cheshire 50 
Chat Moss, Greater Manchester 5, 8, 9, 11, 

12,53 
Downholland Moss, Lancashire 3, 5, 7, 9, 11, 

12 
Halsall Moss, Lancashire 7 
Holcroft Moss, Cheshire 8, 11, 12 
Holiday Moss, Lancashire 8, 10, 27 
Holland Moss, Lancashire 12, 37 
Hoscar Moss, Lancashire 9, 11, 12 
King's Moss 13 
Knowsley Park Moss 8, 9, 11, 12, 72 
Moss Lake, Liverpool 3, 4, 7-9, 11, 29, 38, 

54,67 
Newton Carr, Hoylake 3 
Parr Moss 5, 8, 12, 37, 50, 72, 73 
Red Moss, Greater Manchester 8, 9, 11 
Risley Moss, Cheshire 8 
Simonswood Moss 5, 7-9, 11, 12, 27, 43, 50, 

72 
Storrs Moss, Lancashire 16 

Mount Pleasant, Sefton 42 
Much Woolton 90 

Nantwich, Cheshire 
St Anne's Lane 13, 15 



Ncnnius 76, 85, 86 
Neolithic 33, 38, 39, 42 see also mosslanda 

animal bone1 3S 
anowhcads 31, 33, 37-39, 54 
axes 35, 37-40, S4 
burials 32, 35,37,40 
Caldentooes 3S, 40, 44, 48 
cereal pollen 30, 31, 37 
Croft, Cheshire 33 
Plea Moss Wood 11, 26, 30 
flint 33,35,38-40 
hammenlone 35 
marine transgression 37 
Newton 33 
pollen 11, 12 
pottery 30, 32, 3S, 38-40 
Poulton 10, 18 
Red Noses 33 
Sankey valley 3S, 37 
sea level 4, S 
seulement 10 
seulen 11 
weed pollen 11 

Neston, Cheshire 84, 86 
New Brighton 

prehistoric 23, 33, 42. 43, 47 
Newton-le-Willows 63-67, 73, 89-94, 97-99, IOS, 108, 

109, 112, 113, 11S, 116, 118, 119 
pottery from 124 

Noctorurn 89, 91 
North Meols 83, 90, 93, 108 
Northumbria 76, 78-80, 83 
Norton, Cheshire 38 

Oglet (Spdce) 89 
oratories 90, 91, 97, 99 
Onnskirlc, Lancashire 8, 107-110, 112, 113, 118 
Oswestry, Shropshire 83 
Overchurch 84 
Oxton 44 

Palaeolithic 21, 22 
hunting 22 

pannage 92, 98 
parasites 14, lS 

intestinal 13, 14 
parishes 83, 90, 108 
parks 66, 88, 98, 99 

royal 98 
pasture P!7. 92 
peat see soils, mosslands 
Penmaenmawr, Gwynedd 3S 
Pennines 9-11, 70, 1S, 16, 79, 109 

prehistoric 22, 2S, 26, 28-31, 38, 47, 48, 52 
pottery from 127 

Penwortham, Lancashire 107 
Picts 76, 78, 79 
Pilling, Lancashire 47. S2 
pits 

prehistoric 23, 2S-28, 38, 39 
Saxon 14 

plank tank 13, 15 
place names 78-80, 92 

Anglo-Saxon 82 
British 65, 80, 82 
"eccles" 83 
"green" 88 
"peel" 92 
Scandinavian 82 

Index 

pollen 2. 3, S, 12, 13 see also mosslands, vegetation 
analy1is 3, 12, 13, IS, 22, 25, 29, 33, 72, 73, 

88, 93 
Branborough Court House 13 
Broni.e Age 12 
Bull Lane, Aintree 7 
cereals 10-12. 14, 16, 30-32, 37, 38, 42. 54, 

72 
Deveruian I 0 
diagrams 10, 11, 22, 30, 32, 37-39, SO, S3, SS 
disturbed habitats 11 
Plandrian 10-12 
Plea Moss Wood 11, 26, 30 
Mount Pleasant 37, 39, 42 
Norton Priory, Cheshire 13, IS, 18 
Saiggery Wood 11, 26, 27, 37 
Squibb's, Moreton 11 
weed 11-14, 30 

ponds 94, 96 
population 90, 92 

prehistoric 39. 40 
Romano-British 61, 70 
url>an 107-109, 113, 117-119 

potten 1Z7, 132, 135 
pottery 89, 98 

collected from fieldwallcing 121, 124, 132, 136 

147 

excavation groups 136 see also excavations, moated 
sites, monastic houses 

Broni.e Age 
accessory cup 44 
Beaker 35,40,42, 44, 47 
funerary 38, 44, SO 
urns 42, 44, 46, 47, S2 

Iron Age, very coane pottery (VCP) 52 
Romano-British lS, 63 

black-oomished 63, 70 
colour-coated 63 
local fabrics 63 
mortarium 68, 93 
Samian 63, 67 
Severn Valley ware 6S 
tile 68, 83 

post-Roman 54, 89 
medieval 121 

'Chester ware' 124 
floor tiles 124 
imports 124, 136 
kiln groups 121, 124 
northern griuy 124 
Prescot-type sandy ware 124, 127 
Saxo-Norman 124 

post-medieval 
buff-bodied earthenware 127 
Cistercian-type 127, 136 
coane ware 121 
darlc-glai.ed 13S 
finewares 135, 136 
imports 136 
kiln groups 1 Z7 
Midlands Yellow 127 
mottled wares 135 
red-bodied earthenware 127, 128 
slipwares 136 
stonewares 135, 136 
stoneware imports 136 

wig curlers 132 
pottery manufacture 132 

kiln assemblages/groups 121, 124 
kiln dumps 121, 132 
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post-medieval 105 
Poullon-le-Fyldc, Lancashire 10, 22 
Poulton-<:um-Spital 45 
pre-elm decline 30, 31 
prehistory 

'Three Age' classification 21 
Prescot 13, 16, 37, 39, 70, 82, 85, 90, 91, 96, 105, 

107-109, 111 -113, 116-119 
ponery from 121, 124, 127, 132, 135, 136 

Prestatyn, Clwyd 23, 28 
Pyckeloo or Pikelaw hill 44 

Radcliffe, Greater Manchester 25 
radiocarbon I, 3, 7, 8, 10-12, 22, 25, 28, 31, 

37, 38, 44, 52-54 
Bull Lane, Aint.ree 7 
Chat Moss , Greater Manchester 12 
Clieves Hills, Lancashire 3, 7, 8 
Downholland Moss, Lancashire 11 
Firswood Road 7, 11 
Knowsley Parle Moss 8, 12 
Pennines 11 
Red Moss, Greater Manchester 8, 9, 11 

Rainford 8, 13, 90, 91 , 93, 96 
pottery from 121, 127-129, 131, 132 

Rainhill 63, 67, 91, % 
Ravenmeols 87, 90, 92 
Red Rocks 35 
relief I, 2 
Rheged 75, 76, 78 
Rhuddlan, Clwyd 25 

pottery from 124 
Rhun, king of Gwynedd 78 
Ribchester, Lancashire 52 
ridge and furrow 89, 113, 116 see also field systems 
roads see also communications 

medieval 109, 112 
Roman 63, 82 

Roby 43, 99, 107-109, 113, 116-119 
Runcorn, Cheshire 2, 18, 80, 85, 109 
runes see inscriptions 

St Helens I, 7, 8, 12, 35, 37, 45, 65..f,7, 72, 73, 83, 85, 
89-91 

pottery from 121, 127, 132 
Sankey valley 35, 37 
Scholes 87 
sea level I, 3-5, 8, 10, 23 

marine transgression 37 
sediments 1-4, 7, 8, 10, 12 
seeds and f ruitstones 13 
Sefton 3, 4, 7, 9, 11, 26, 27, 30, 37, 42, 50, 55, 65, 67, 

68, 70, 82, 83, 86, 89-92, 94, %, 
99 

pottery from 121, 124, 136 
seismic survey 23 
settlement 75, 76, 79-85, 87-94, 96, 99, 107, 112, 116, 

118 
Anglian 69, 79, 80, 82, 84 
coastal 67-70, 82, 84 
desertion 80, 89 
disappearance of 87, 90, 92 
dispersed/isolated 66, 72, 88, 89, 90, 91, 92, 

108 
prehistoric 10, 21, 22, 25, 27-29, 32, 33, 35, 38-40, 42, 

44, 45, 47, 48, 50, 52, 54 
foci 23 
Hibemo-Norse 80 
hill top 52 

Inda 

linear 89, 90, 94, 112 
nucleated 48, 63, 66, 88-92, 107, 116 
Romano-British 63, 65-70, 72 
Scandinavian 80, 82, 84 
urban 107, 112, 116, 118 

shells 15, 23, 35 
Simonswood 5, 7-9, 11, 12, 23, 25, Tl, 43, SO, 72, 98 
Srtiggery Wood 11, 26, 27, 37 
soils 5, 7, 10-13, 27, 39, S3, 63, 6S, 67, 69, 100 

gley 7 
on Shirdley Hill Sand 27, 37, 94 
palynological evidence 23, 25, 28, 31, 32, 37, 

38, 42, 48, SO, S3-SS 
pottery from buried occupatioo soils 121 

South Castle St.reel, Liverpool IS, lOS 
pottery from 121, 132-136 

Southworth, Winwiclc, Cheshire 83 
Speke 3, 14, 16, SI, 82, 89, 91, 96, 98 

pottery from 121, 124, 126, 127, 136 
Spencer, Thomas 135 
Squibb's Factory, Moreton 27 
Staffordshire, clay pipes and pottery from 127, 132 
stake holes 23, 27, 28 
standing stone 44 
stone artefacts 

axes 33, 3S, 37, 42-44, 47, Sl, SS 
harnmerstone 35 
perforated implements 42, 47, 48 

Sutton 73, 89, 91 
pottery from 121 

Tarbock 67, 89, 91, 92, 96, 99, 108 
Tatton, Cheshire 2S, 26, 38 
tenure 89, 92, 94, 97-99, 107, 113 see also land tenure 

burgage lOS, 107, 108, 112, 113, 116-119 
copyhold 113 

territory 66 
prehistoric 22, 23, 26, 29, S4 
seasonal 22, 26, 29, 32, 38, 47, 48, SS 

Thornton SO, 87, 88 
Thurstaston 2, 8, 23, 2S, 27, 33, 39, SO, 63, 65, 69 
tombs see also Calderstones 

hogbaclc 83 
prehistoric 35, S5 

towns 61, 70, 76, 78, 87, 93, 105, 107-109, 112, 113, 
116, 118-119 

expansion of 112 
planted 108, 109, 112, 113 
population 90, 92, 107-109, 113, 117-119 
pottery from 121, 124 
street plans 109, 112 

townships 66, 88, 91, 92, 94, 96, 97, 98, 99, 112, 116 
vills 109, 113 

turbary 92 

Upton 90 

Urien, king of Rheged 78 

vegetation I, 5, 8-13, 16, 22, 26-28, SO, S2, 65 see also 
mosslands, pollen 

Devensian 8 
Flandrian 8, 11, 22 
history 8, 11, 13, 15, 21, SS-60 
Little Haweswatcr, Lancashire 25 
succession 23, 26, 29 

vill, see township 
village green 88 
villages 88, 90, 91 



nucleated 88-92, 107, 116 
tofu 112 

Wales, North 23, 25, 26, 28, 35, 136, 
Wallasey 15, 35, 43, 45, 51, 84, 88 

docks 15 
Walton-on-the-Hill 82, 108 
Warringtoo, O.eshi.re 13, 15, 44, 53, 68, 82, 84, 89, 92, 

93, 107-109, 112, 118 
pottery from 127' 131 

watchtower 93 
Wavenree 44-46 

pottery from 121 
wells 83, 85, 86 

chantry 82 
environmental evidence from 16 
holy 82, 83, 86 
Monk' a Bath 82 
St Anne's Well, pottery from 121 
St Elphin's Well 82 
St Oswald's Well 83 
St Patrick's Well 83 

West Derby 15, 33, 43, 88, 89, 91, 93, 105, 107-109, 112-114, 
116-118 

pottery from 121, 123, 124, 127 
West K.irl>y 33, 44-46, 51, 83, 90 
West Yorkshire, pottery from 127 
Widnes, Cheshire 89, 90, 97, 108, 132 
Wigan, Greater Manchester 63, 65, 79, 90, 93, 108, 109, 

112, 118, 119 
Wilderspool, Cheshire 14, 63, 65, 66, 68, 70 
Willaston, Cheshire 63 
Windle 90, 92, 93, 99 
windmills 87 

Irby Mill 65 
pottery from 121 

Winwick, O.eshire 12, 44, 45, 48, 51, 52, 63, 65-67, 83, 
90, 108 

Wirral 1-4, 7-9, 12, 13, 16, 61, 63, 65, 67-70, 78-80, 
82-84, 87-91, 94, 96, 97, 100 

pottery from 121, 136 
prehistoric 23, 25-27, 29-33, 35, 37-39, 42-45, 47, 48, 

50, 52-55 
Woodchurch 83, 84, 89-91 
wooden boats 15 
wooden suuctures 15 see also buildings 

bridges 14, 93, 105 
Norton Priory, Cheshire 15 
plank tank 15 
waterfront revetting timbers 15 

Woodfall 89 
woodland 8-13, 15, 22, 23, 25-28, 33, 53, 61, 65-fJ7, 88, 

92, 93, 98, 99, 116 
clearance 11-13, 30-32, 35, 37-39, 42, 43, 48, 

so, 53, 55,66, 72, 92,98 
history 15 
secondary 9, 38, 44 
succession 9, 13 

Woolden Hall farm, Greater Manchester 52, 53, 66 
Woohon 50, 89,90,96, 69, 85 
Vortigem 76 

Index 149 



Endpiece: Map of Merseyside area showing 
location of sites ment ioned in the text. 
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Brom borough 16 Hoose 
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Burtonwood Moss 18 Hoylake 
Calderstones 19 Huyton 
Camp Hill, Woolton 20 Ince Blundell 
Childwall 21 Irby 
Clieves Hills 22 Kirkby 
Cron ton 23 Knowsley 
Crosby 24 Linacre in Bootle 
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Melling 68 Sherdley 101 
Meols., Wirral 69 Simooswood 102 
Micklehead 70 Southworth, 
Middle Eye 71 Winwick 103 
More houses 72 Speke 104 
Moreton, Wirral 73 St Luke's Farnworth 105 
Mossborough Hall 74 St Mary's Leigh 106 
Much Woolton 75 St Mary Overchurch 107 
Neston 76 St Thomas or Canter-
New Brighton 77 bury, Windleshaw 108 
Newton Carr 78 St Helens 109 
Newton-le-Willows 79 Street Hey, 
Noctorum 80 Willaston 110 
North Meols 81 Sutton 111 
Norton, Cheshire 82 Tarbock 112 
Oglet 83 Thornton 113 
Onnskirk 84 Thorp in Melling 114 
Oxton 85 Thuntaston 115 
Parr Moss 86 Upholland Priory 116 
Poulton-cum-Spital 87 Wallasey 117 
Prescot 88 Walton-0n-the-Hill 118 
Rainford 89 Warrington 119 
Rain hill 90 Wavertree 120 
Raven head 91 West Derby 121 
Ravenmeols 92 West Kirby 122 
Red Rocks 93 Widnes 123 
Red Moss 94 Wigan 124 
Risley Moss 95 Wilderspool 125 
Roby 96 Windle 126 
Rufford, Winwick 127 

West Lancashire 97 Woodchurch 128 
Runcorn 98 Woolton 129 
Scholes 99 Woolton Grange, 
Sefton 100 Wirral 130 
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