
THE HARKIRK, LITTLE CROSBY' 11

IN the "Crosby Records" published by the Chetham Society 
in 1887 much is written both about the Harkirk Burial Ground 

at Little Crosby, Lancashire, which William Blundell of Crosby 
set aside in 1610 for the burial of Catholic recusants, and about 
the finding, in 1611, of a hoard of about three hundred Saxon 
and other coins at the burial ground.

The name "Harkirk", which is thought to be derived either 
from the Anglo-Saxon or Norse All hara cyrice, meaning the hoary 
or old church, and the finding of the hoard of Saxon coins in its 
vicinity have given rise to a strongly held belief that when the 
Norsemen came to this district about A.D. 900 there was on this 
site a church which became known to them as the "old or grey 
church". In attempt to find proof of the existence of such a 
church Mr. J. W. Foley, Mr. N. Hurst and I carried out some 
excavations at the site from October 1950 to October 1951 with 
the permission of Mr. and Mrs. B. M. Whitlock of Crosby Hall.

From the north-west corner of the present Harkirk Chapel, 
built in A.D. 1889, we uncovered a line of very rough large sandstone 
blocks ("A" on the plan), extending in a west-north-westerly 
direction for a distance of 12^', and then, after a gap of 7^', con 
tinuing for a further distance of 16'. The average depth of the

111 Further details of the Harkirk and the Harkkk coins will be found in the following works: 
1. Crosby Records, Chetham Society, New Series, Vol. XII (1887).
2. "One Hundred Years of Catholic Recusancy", TRANSACTIONS, Vol. XXXI (1878-79).
3. Victoria County History of Lancashire, Vol. II, p. 259, Vol. Ill, p. 85.
4. Document dated A.D. 1275 in Lancashire Record Office, Preston. (DDBi 50/16).
5. "Transcripts of Lancashire and Irish Deeds of 13th to 16th Centuries preserved at 

Crosby Hall", Dom F. O. Blundell: Deeds 32b and 256. (Copy in the Picton Reference 
Library, Liverpool. Many of these documents are now in the Lancashire Record Office, 
Preston.)

6. Small vellum bound MS. written by William Blundell, now at Crosby Hall, describing 
the finding of the coins.

7. Original account by William Blundell of the making of the Harkirk burial ground and 
the finding of the coins, with drawings of the coins. Lancashire Record Office, DDB1 24/12.

8. Copper plate of some of the Harkirk coins made in 1613 at the order of William Blun 
dell, now at Crosby Hall.

9. Print from the copper plate in the British Museum, (Harleian MSS. No. 1437). Also 
one at the Lancashire Record Office, found at Crosby Hall, 1952.

10. Original Harkirk Burial Register, now at Crosby Hall.
11. Camden, Britannia: brief reference to the Harkirk coins.
12. Letter dated 6th July, 1693, from William Blundell to Abel Swall, then engaged in 

reprinting Camden's Britannia, describing the coins and the copper plate. ("Cavalier's 
Letter Book" now at Crosby Hall.)

13. Life of Alfred the Great, Dr. John Spelman, 1678. It contains a plate of thirty-three 
of the Harkirk coins.

14. Cavalier's Note Book, edited by T. E. Gibson, p. 17.
15. Rushworth, Historical Collections, Vol. II, p. 21.
16. History, Geography, and Directory of Mid-Lancashire, with an Essay on Geology, 

published by Mannix & Co., Preston (1854).
17. Blundell's Diary, edited by T. E. Gibson (1895), and Blunuell's Diary and Letter Book, 

1702-1728, edited by Margaret Blundell (1952).
18. Diary of Nicholas Blundell for 1889: now in the Lancashire Record Office.
19. Memoranda of Nicholas Blundell for 1880 and 1889: now in the Lancashire Record 

Office (DDB1 53/61).
20. "The Harkirk": An account of the excavations carried out in 1950 and 1951. Paper 

read to the Crosby and District Historical Society, February, 1952 by Frank Tyrer. Copy 
in the College Road Public Library, Great Crosby.
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"wall", formed of three layers of stone, was about 2'. The top 
was 3" to 6" below the soil surface. Looking along the line of 
the blocks the upper layers averaged about 2' 2" in width, but the 
bottom layer was about 3' in width, projecting 5" on either side 
beyond the stones above. On the upper exposed surface of one 
of these projecting stones two very shallow lines crossing at right 
angles had been cut out. The blocks were all roughly hewn and 
varied in size, a typical one of the largest size being 2' 2" in length, 
1' 7" at its widest, and iy in thickness. No binding material 
had been used, with the exception of a little clay here and there.

After cutting various exploratory trenches we eventually came 
across a number of rough blocks of sandstone ("B" on the plan) 
lying in a straight line in almost a north-south direction. This 
line of stones was 7' long, and at the north end there were more 
stones forming a small right-angled spur to the east. One of the 
stones in this north-south line was carved in three stepped arches, 
and seemed to have been part of an arched doorway or window.

During the time we were digging we came across a number of 
interesting worked stones, but what they were or for what purpose 
they had been used we have not been able to find out.' 2 ' Wherever 
we dug, broken pieces of sandstone, some carved, were uncovered, 
probably evidence of the destruction caused by the sheriff and his 
men who came about 1630 to destroy the burial ground. 131

Whether this "wall" and some of the single, scattered stones 
are the remains of the walls of an early church once standing on 
the site is not certain. Several visitors to the site expressed the 
opinion that the width and the shape of the first "wall" which we 
exposed, the size and shape of the sandstone blocks, and the approxi 
mate east-west line along which the stones lie, all suggest that it is 
the wall or foundation of an old church. Others think that it 
may have been the wall which William Blundell is said to have 
built round the burying ground. We ourselves feel that the "wall" 
marked "A" on the plan at least is part of the foundation of some 
old building, and this view was supported by a visit to the site of 
Dr. J. W. Jackson, F.S.A., who expressed the opinion that it was 
undoubtedly the foundation of some old building. The appearance 
of the carved stone in the second line of stones ("B" on the plan) 
suggests that this cannot be the wall of an old building. We are 
of the opinion that the carved stone may be part of the original 
building or that it may be part of the Chapel Chamber stones 
from Crosby Hall, which Nicholas Blundell the Diarist laid in the 
burial place between 1711 and 1726. (4)

While searching for information about the Harkirk, two matters 
of interest came to light. In a letter dated 29 December 1686 
William Blundell the Cavalier wrote to his son, Rev. Thomas 
Blundell, S.J. 

(2) These stones we have buried at the site where they can be easily Ufted for further examination 
ifnecessary. The place of burial is marked on the plan. 

fai Crosby Records: op. cit., p. 31. 
' ' Nicholas BlundelPs Diary; dates 29.8.1710; 27.7.1711, and 13.12.1726.
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PLATE 15: THE HARKIRK
Top left Wall "A" from the present Chapel looking west.

Top right Pan of Wall "A" near the Chapel.
Bottom left Wall "B", the lighter stone is the carved stone.

Bottom right Holy Water Stoop in the present Harkirk Chapel.
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"A great number of the aforesaid Coynes I had in my owne keepynge till the 
year 1642, when I sent them to Wales for better security in the tyme of War, 
wti> writings and other goods, which wer finally lost ther." 151

On page 659 of The History, Geography and Directory of Mid- 
Lancashire, published 1854, appears the statement that "the Chalice 
now daily used in the (Little Crosby) Chapel has been made from 
some of these coins (Harkirk coins) which were melted down for 
that purpose." From conversations with Miss Margaret Blundell 
and Father Holden of Little Crosby we found, however, that there 
is no chalice made from the Harkirk coins at Little Crosby Chapel. 
A chalice made from the Harkirk coins was used in the private 
oratory at Crosby Hall until it disappeared when thieves broke 
into the house. There is at Little Crosby Chapel a silver pyx. 
It is a small circular box, about 2" in diameter and %" in depth. 
On one side is an engraving of Christ on the Cross; on the other 
side are the words 

This was made of silver Found in the Burial place
W.B. 

Unfortunately, there is no date on the pyx.
In the present Harkirk Chapel there is a holy water stoop of 

curious design and made of soft yellow sandstone, unlike that 
found at the site. The bowl is loose from the pedestal, and bears 
the date 1668 and the initials TW and RI. Miss Margaret Blundell 
informed me recently that when she was a child she was told that 
it was found in a farm midden somewhere on the Little Crosby 
estate, near Hightown.

FRANK TYRER.

"' "The Cavalier's Letter Book", at Crosby Hall.


