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I. HISTORICAL NOTKS ON THE VALLEY OF THE MERSEY PBEViots TO THE 

NORMAN CONQUEST.

By Thomas Baines, Esq.

When the Eomans landed in Britain they found the island occupied by 
numerous tribes, each governed by its own petty chief. Upwards of thirty 
such tribes are mentioned by name in Ceesar's account of his Two Expedi 
tions to Britain; in Tacituw's account of his Father-in-law's Agricola's 
Campaigns; in Ptolemy's Geography; in the Itineraries or road books 
published at a later period; or in other works of authority. Although a 
local habitation has been found by ingenious writers for each of the thirty- 
five tribes enumerated by these writers, yet the precise bounds which 
separated many of them from each other, are not, and never will be, ascer 
tained. There is no doubt, however, that the Brigantes, who were amongst 
the most powerful of the British tribes, occupied a large part, if not the 
whole of the six northern counties of England, extending from the Humber 
and the Mersey to the Cheviot Hills, nor that the Cornavii occupied the 
greater part of the plain which extends from the Mersey to the Severn, 
and includes Cheshire, Shropshire, and Staffordshire. Ptolemy, the geo 
grapher, mentions Eboracum, or York, as one of the cities of the Brigantes, 
and Duena, or Deva, the modern Chester, as one of the cities of the Cor 
navii. The frontier line between those two tribes was, therefore, formed 
somewhere between those two cities, and there is little doubt that a part
of it was formed by the river Mersey.

>
Whilst the divisions between many of the small states of Britain were 

imaginary political lines, the Brigantes had, on the southern frontier, a 
great natural boundary, consisting of a lofty chain of hills, rising in some 
places to the height of 2,000 feet, in ancient times covered with thick 
forests, two wide estuaries, the Mersey and the Humber, numerous^ 
rivers flowing into those estuaries from the mountains, and wide and deep
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swamps lying between the rivers, and adding to the difficulty of the 
approaches. The first Roman general who led an army into the wild and 
mountainous country of the Brigantes was Petilius Cerialis, who invaded 
that part of Britain in the time of Vespasian, about the year 70 of the 
Christian era. According to the expression of Tacitus, he there fought 
many battles, and those not bloodless, and embraced, in  victory or war, the 
greater part of the country of the Brigantes. But the true conqueror of 
the Brigantes was Julius Agricola. In his first campaign, he conquered a 
large portion of North Wales, then inhabited by the Ordovices, and cap 
tured the stronghold of the Druids the Isle of Anglesey, or Mona. In 
his second campaign, he marched northward into the country of the 
Brigantes; occupied places fit for camps; explored the estuaries and 
forests, no doubt including the Mersey and the wide forests which en 
circled it; and, by holding out the terrors of war on one side, and the 
advantages of peace on the other, induced many of the Brigantes and other 
tribes to submit to the Roman dominion. The following winter he spent 
in introducing the arts of civilized life. " The following winter," says 
Tacitus, " he spent in carrying out useful plans; for, in order to accustom 
men dispersed and rude, and, therefore, always ready for war, to the plea 
sures of a peaceful life, he began to exhort them privately, to assist them 
publicly, in building temples, forums, and houses. ..... Also,
to instruct their sons in liberal arts ; to prefer the genius of the Britons to 
the industry of the Gauls, so that those who before had detested the Roman 
language, desired a reputation for eloquence. Hence the honour of our 
dress and the frequent toga. By degrees they proceeded to the refinements 
of the bath, the portico, and the feast, called by man civilization, but really 
parts of servitude." Such was the manner in which Agricola spent the 
year which intervened between his campaign in North Wales and that to 
the banks of the Tay; and it is probably to this period that we ought to 
refer the origin of the temples, and other public buildings, erected in the 
valley of the Mersey, at Mancunium, or Manchester, and at Verantinum, 
or Warrington ; and the still nobler works erected in the valley of the Dee, 
at Chester, and that of the Ribble, at Ribchester. To the same period we 
may also refer the great roads which the Romans formed on the banks of 
the Mersey. These lines of road may still be distinctly traced on the 
Ordnance Maps, recently formed. One line crossed the river at Warring- 
ton, another at Manchester. Viewing these roads locally, the former con-
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nected Chester with Ribchester, the latter united the three great Roman 
stations of Chester, Manchester, and York; viewing them on a larger scale, 
they connected the valley of the Mersey with every part of Britain subject 
to the Roman dominion, and with the whole civilized world of ancient 
times. During the next fifteen hundred years these were the roads along 
which the armies of the Anglo-Saxons, Danes, and Normans, and of the 
kings and barons of the Plantagenet race, marched to victory or defeat; 
within a small distance of their track the most famous English battles were 
fought; along their course all the ancient towns, which were of sufficient 
consequence to be made the sees of bishops, grew up, and all the internal 
trade of the country was carried on, except were navigable rivers gave a 
cheaper and easier means of transport and communication.

There is so much fiction in the accounts of the British king Arthur, 
that it is difficult to judge whether we ought to place any credence in the 
stories of the great battles said to have been fought between the Britons 
under his command, and the invading Saxons in South Lancashire, a few 
miles north of the Mersey. Wigan, on the Douglas, close to the great 
Roman road, which crossed the Mersey at Warrington, and intersected 
Lancashire from north to south, is the supposed site of those battles. 
There is no point at which a Saxon army pushing its conquests southward, 
and a Welsh or British army defending its ancient territory, would be 
more likely to come into conflict, and according to Nenuius four battles did 
take place there. What we know from Saxon authority of the progress of 
the Saxons southward is this. Ida, the first Saxon King of Northumber 
land, began to reign in the year 547. He built the strong castle on the 
coast of the present county of Northumberland, which was called Bebban- 
burh, (and is now known as Bamboro'.) Soon after we find his successors 
reigning at York, which, from that time, became the capital of the kingdom 
of Northumberland ; and, in the year 607, sixty years after the accession 
of Ida, we find one of his descendants, Ethelfrith, King of Northumberland, 
fighting a great battle with the Britons south of the river Mersey. 
According to the Saxon Chronicle, "he led his army to Chester, where he 
slew an innumerable number of the Welsh." At this time, therefore, the 
ancient kingdom of the Brigantes, afterwards formed into the Roman 
province of Maxima Cfesariensis, had been overrun by the Saxons. Here 
their progress was checked soon after by the advance of another Saxon 
people, the Mercians. They gradually extended their dominion over
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seventeen of the present English counties, of which Cheshire was the most 
northerly, and with them the Welsh seem to have formed an alliance. 
One object of the alliance was to restrain and punish the Northumbrians, 
who had committed a terrible massacre of priests and people at Chester. 
This alliance continued for several years, although in the interval the 
Northumbrians had become Christians, which the Welsh had been for 
many generations, whilst the Mercians still clung to the worship of Woden 
Thor, and Friah, which their ancestors had brought from the forests of 
Germany and shores of the Baltic.

In the great struggle between the Northumbrians and the Mercians, 
which preceded the establishment of Christianity in the central parts of 
England, the chief leaders -were Penda, king of Mercia, and Edwin, Oswald, 
and Oswy, who were successively kings of Northumberland.

The first great battle between Penda and the Christian kings of Nor 
thumberland, took place at Heathfield-Muor, on the south-western frontier 
of Yorkshire. In this battle Edwin was killed, and after the battle Penda 
advanced as far as York, burning and destroying on every side. On the 
approach of the Pagans, Paulinus, the first Archbishop of York, fled by 
sea, taking along with him the widow of King Edwin. Paulinus was well 
received by the King of Kent, who appointed him Bishop of Rochester, 
which see he possessed until the time of his death, seventeen years after 
the death of King Edwin.

After the death of Edwin and the flight of Paulinus, the affairs of the 
Christian people of Northumberland appeared to be desperate; but fortu 
nately there was a king found in Oswald, and a bishop in St. Aidan, who 
were capable of restoring the independence and sustaining the religion of 
the Northumbrians. After a succession of battles, King Oswald succeeded 
iu driving Penda from the Kingdom of Northumberland, over which he 
reigned for nine years. Being resolved, as far as in him lay, to restore the 
knowledge of the Christian religion, he sent to the famous'monastery of 
lona for a religious teacher, and was most fortunate in obtaining such a 
man as St. Aidan. According to the Venerable Bede, he was a truly 
apostolic man, distinguished for Ms "love of peace and charity; his conti. 
nence and humility; his mind superior to anger and avarice, and despising 
pride and vain glory; his industry in keeping and teaching the heavenly 
commandments; his diligence in reading and watching; his authority be-
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coming a priest in reproving the haughty and powerful; ami, at the same 
time, his tenderness in comforting the afflicted, and relieving or defending 
the poor."

Oswald reigned nine years, when he was again attacked by Penda, the 
relentless enemy of his race and religion. A hattle took place at Maser- 
felde, or Makerfield, and in this battle Oswald was slain and his army 
defeated. The place where this disastrous battle took place, is proved by 
a great preponderance of evidence, to have been Makerfield, in the valley 
of the Mersey, on the line of the Roman road from Chester to Ribchester, 
close to the point where the dominions of Oswald and Penda joined.

Some authors have supposed that the battle in which King Oswald was 
slain, was fought near Oswestry, which is said, in ancient times, to have 
been called Maserfeldt. The evidence, as far as names is concerned, is not 
very decisive either way ; but in favour of Lancashire Makerfield, is to be 
added the fact, that the latter is within the territory of the kings of Nor 
thumberland, and precisely at the point at which it was most likely to be 
attacked by an army advancing from Mercia, whilst Oswestry is far distant 
from Oswald's dominions, and many miles within the dominions of Penda. 
Both Bede and the Saxon Chronicle state, that Penda died in defending 
his own dominions. In addition to this it should be mentioned, that at 
the time when Domesday Book was compiled, 'there we're two carucates of 
land at Newton-in-Makerfield, consecrated to King Oswald; that the 
church of Winwick bears his name, and contains an ancient inscription, 
which states that that was the place of his death; and that there has been 
there, from the earliest times, a holy well, bearing his name, and which 
was always supposed to mark the spot where he fell.

But the death of Oswald, though a great misfortune to the Christian 
cause in England, and to the independence of Northumberland, was not 
fatal to either. King Oswald was succeeded by King Oswy, his brother ; 
and in a great battle with him, Penda was defeated. Penda, and upwards 
of thirty of his principal officers were drowned in their flight, having been 
driven into the river Winweyde, the waters of which were at that time 
much swollen by heavy rains. There is no stream in England which is 
more liable to be suddenly flooded than the stream which joins the river 
Mersey below Winweck, and there, both the resemblance of the names, 
and the probability of the fact, induce me to think that Penda met with
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his death, within two or three miles of the place at which Oswald had 
fallen.

The death of Penda was followed by the triumph of Christianity amongst 
the Mercians, and the establishment of the midland bishopric of Lichfield, 
a bishopric which rivalled the archbishoprics of Canterbury and York in 
extent and dignity, during the flourishing times of the kingdom of Mercia; 
which originally had power from the Thames to the Severn and Mersey; 
and which after the overthrow of the kingdom of Northumberland, even 
stretched its power as far as the river Kibble.

Until the year 867 the river Mersey was the boundary between two 
kingdoms, each occupied by the Anglo-Saxon race ; but about that year it 
became the boundary between, the Danes and the Saxons. The first 
appearance of the Scandinavian sea rovers, known in England as the Danes, 
in France as the Normans, and in Ireland as the Eastmen, and who were 
a mixed multitude of Danes, Norwegians, and Swedes, was in the year 
A.D. 787. From that time to the year 840, they landed only in the 
summer months, and only for purposes of plunder, and retired as speedily 
as possible with their booty. In that year they first remained in England 
during the winter, and gradually formed plans of permanent occupation, 
which they ultimately carried into execution, until the whole of the king 
dom north of the Mersey and the Humber, and the whole to the east of 
Watling-street, which ran along much the same line as the railway from 
Chester to London, was occupied by them.

The kingdom of Northumberland being to the North of the Humber and 
the Mersey, was one of the first conquests made by the Danes in England. 
The army which made this conquest was commanded by Halfdane. 
The invaders landed in Anglia, which included the counties of Lin 
coln and Norfolk, in the autumn of 866 ; spent the winter there; and 
and in the spring of the following year marched northward to the city of 
York, which was the capital of Northumberland. They found that king 
dom in the condition of a house divided against itself. The king had been 
deposed by his people, and a pretender had seized the throne. They had 
been engaged in a desperate civil war, but on the approach of the Danes 
they agreed to act together, though not until it was too late. A great 
battle was fought at York in the year 867, in which the two kings were 
killed by the victorious Danes. Thus fell the Saxon kingdom of Nor 
thumberland, which the Danes soon after divided amongst themselves.
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No part of the United Kingdom bears stronger marks of thejr possession 
than that part of the valley of the Mersey which lies in the hundred of 
West Derby. Nearly all the names are Danish. This is not the case in 
the Hundred of Salford. There are few names there of Danish origin, 
and it is probable that the old Saxon inhabitants retired before the con 
querors, into that corner, which, as already stated, was protected by the 
Yorkshire hills on the east; Pendle Hill and the Rivington Range to the 
north ; the rivers Irwell and Mersey, and Carrington and other Mosses on 
the south; and the immense morass, now known as Chat Moss, Eisley, 
and the Glazebrook Mosses on the east. Manchester was the centre of 
that district, and, as we shall see, was destroyed in the Danish ware.

But the acquisition of Northumbria and East Anglea only aroused the 
eagerness of the Danes for fresh conquests, and led to more desperate con 
flicts between the invaders and the invaded Saxons. In the course of 
these struggles, which scarcely ceased during the next two hundred years, 
the line of division between the Danish and the Saxon territory continually 
varied. Sometimes it was on the Mersey and the Huniber; then on the 
Trent; then on the Severn and the Thames; and at one time it was 
driven back to the Parrot, in Somersetshire, and the Exe, in Devonshire. 
At that time, the whole kingdom was overrun, and everything was subdued, 
except Alfred, the king. From this lowest point of desperation the Saxons 
were roused by the valour and genius of the greatest of kings ; the tide of 
Danish invasion was driven back; and, at the close of the war with 
Guthruni, the Dane, Alfred recovered all his own hereditary dominions in 
the kingdom of the West Saxons, which included the whole of the country 
south of the River Thames, and about half the territory of the kingdom of 
Mercia. The last king of Mercia, Burhred, had fled to Rome, in the 
midst of this dreadful struggle, where he remained to the time of his 
death. Alfred and the Danes divided his deserted kingdom between them, 
Alfred taking everything south and West of Watling-street, and the Danes 
everything north and east. By the treaty with Guthrum the whole king 
dom of Northumberland, north of the Mersey and the Huniber, was sur 
rendered to the Danes.

During the life of Guthrum, the boundaries fixed between the Danelagh, 
or territory subject to the laws of the Danes, and that of the Saxons, 
remained unchanged; but, in the year 893, an enormous host of Danes,
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commanded by Hasten, a chief of consummate military talents, landed at 
the mouth of the Thames, with the determination to conquer the whole of 
England, and was at once joined by the Danes of Northumberland and 
East Anglia. Nothing but the valour and genius of Alfred could have 
triumphed over dangers so appalling; and it was not until that great King 
had vanquished the armies of Hasten and his allies, in three campaigns, 
in -which the seat of war was carried from the banks of the Thames to 
those of the Severn, the Dee, and the Mersey, that he compelled them to 

fly from the kingdom.

In the year 893 the great Danish host embarked at Boulogne in 250 
ships, and came over at one passage, horses and all, to Limne mouth, in 
Kent, at the east end of the great wood called Andred Wood, 120 miles 
in length from east to west, and thirty miles broad, Soon after that 
Hasten, with eighty ships, landed at the mouth of the Thames, and built 
himself a fortress at Milton, as the other army did at Appledore.

At the beginning of the year 894, all the Northumbrian and East 
Anglian Danes rose against King Alfred, although they had given oaths 
and six hostages to the king. " Contrary to their plighted troth, as often 
as the other (the invading) armies went out with all their forces, they also 
went out, either with them, or in their own part" of the country. On this 
King Alfred collected the whole force of the kingdom, and took a position 
between the invading and home-bred enemies. The first great battle was 
with the invading host, and was fought at Farnham, in Surrey, where the 
king gained a great victory; the second was in the West of England, where 
the Northumbrians had landed from a fleet of forty ships; the third was at 
Banfleet, on the Thames, where Alfred, assisted by the Londoners, stormed 
the camp of Hasten, and captured his wife and two sons, whom he 
generously gave up to him. After this defeat the Danes marched up the 
valley of the Thames, whence they crossed over into the valley of the 
Severn, closely followed by a Saxon army, which overtook them at Butting- 
ton-hridge, near Shrewsbury. There the Danes had constructed a strong 
fortified camp, in which the Saxons shut them up, until they were greatly 
distressed for want of food. After having eaten many of the horses, and 
having been rendered desperate by hunger, the Danes made a furious sally, 
and, though many were killed, many succeeded in cutting their way 
through the Saxon lines. Those who escaped kept together, and marched
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right across the kingdom to the Danish settlements in Essex. " When 
they canie into Essex, to their forces and their ships, then the survivors 
again gathered a great army, from amongst the East Angles and the Nor 
thumbrians, before winter, and committed their wives and their ships, and 
their wealth to the East Angles, and went at one stretch, day and night, 
until they arrived at a western city in Wirral, which is called Legaceaster, 
(Chester.) Then were the forces (of King Alfred) unable to come up with 
them before they were in the fortress; nevertheless, they beset the fortress 
about for some two days and took all the cattle that were there without, 
and slew the men whom they were able to overtake without the fortress, 
and burned all the corn, and with their horses ate it every evening." The 
invaders, thus pressed and straitened, fled into North Wales, but were 
unable to stay there, because they had been deprived of the cattle and the 
corn which they had taken. Finding it impossible to subsist there, the 
Danish army crossed over into Northumberland, that is, into Lancashire ; 
" and, marching over Northumberland and East Anglia, in such wise that 
the forces (of King Alfred) could not overtake them before they came to the 
eastern parts of the land of Essex, to an island that is out on the sea, 
which (strangely enough) is called Mersey."

Having traced the campaigns of Alfred with Hasten up to the point when 
Alfred drove the Danes out of Mercia into Northumberland, that is, from 
Cheshire into Lancashire, it is not necessary to follow them further in 
detail. In the following year several desperate battles were fought on the 
banks of the Thames and the Severn, but the war did not extend to the 
banks of the river Mersey. In the succeeding year, 897, the entire army 
of Hasten broke up in despair, some for East Anglia, some for North-hum- 
bria, and others fled across the sea to plunder on the banks of the Seine. 
The Northumbrian Danes still continued to be very formidable to the 
Saxons. Besides plundering the lands on the frontiers, they sailed round 
the coasts in a kind of vessels called Esks, which they had built many 
years before. " Then King Alfred commanded long ships to be built to 
oppose the esks: they were full-nigh twice as long as the others ; some had 
sixty oars, and some had more; they were built swifter and slenderer, 
and also higher than the others. They were shaped neither like the 
Frisian nor the Danish, but so as it seemed to him they would be more 
efficient." This was the commencement of the Royal Navy of England.



140

In the year 901 died Alfred, the son of Ethelwolf, six days before the 
mass of All Saints He was King over the whole English nation, 
" except," adds the chronicler, " that part which was under the dominion 
of the Danes." The part thus excepted included, even to the end of his 
reign, everything north of the Mersey and the Humber, and a number of 
strong positions in Mercia and East Anglia.

The great objects of Edward the Elder, the son and successor of Alfred 
and Ethelfleda, the heroic daughter of Alfred, who was married to Ethel- 
red, the Alderman or Earl of Mercia, were to complete the conquests of 
Mercia, and to fortify the northern frontier against the Northumbrians.

In the year OIL the Northumbrians themselves began the war, for they 
despised the peace which King Edward and his " witan" offered them, and 
overran the land of Mercia. After collecting great booty, they were over 
taken, on their march home, by the forces of the West Saxons and the 
Mercians, who put them to flight, and slew many thousands of them. Two 
Danish kings and five earls were slain in this battle. Amongst the Earls 
slain was Agmund, the governor, from whom the hundred of Agmunderness, 
now written Amounderness, was probably named.

From this time there was constant war between the son and daughter of 
Alfred, and the Danes of Mercia and Northumberland. They armed and 
fortified the chief towns of Mercia, including Hertford, Tarn worth, Bridge- 
north, Warwick, and Stafford. In the years 914 and 915 Ethelfleda 
fortified the whole line of the river Mersey, beginning at Runcorn, where 
the river is more easy passable than at any other part of the estuary; 
forming another fortress at Warburton, above Warrington ; and a third, in 
a position of considerable strength, at Eddesbury, in Delamere Forest. 
To give greater strength to this line of defence, Edward, her brother, 
fortified Thelwall, on the river Mersey, restored the walls of Chester, and 
sent an army across the Mersey, to take possession of Manchester in 
Northumberland, and to repair and man it. Thus the tide of war which 
had flowed from Northumberland into Mercia and the West Saxon land, in 
the time of Alfred, was fairly beaten back to the banks of the Mersey and 
the Humber, by his son and daughter.

Edward the Elder died in the year 925, and was succeeded by his son 
Athelstane, and in the following year he obtained the kingdom of Northum 
berland, and even made war against Constantine, King of Scotland. In



141


