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Earl Morcar was credited with two estates or manors in 
Cheshire in 1066:

The same William (Malbank) holds Actune. Earl Morcar held (it). In 
Warmundestrou (Hundred). 1 There (are) 8 hides geldable. Land for 30 
ploughs. In lordship there are 3 (ploughlands) and 2 slaves and 13 
villani2 and 15 bordarif with 7 ploughs. There (is) a mill (which) serves 
the court and 10 acres of meadow. Woodland 6 leagues long and 1 wide 
and 1 hawk's eyrie. There (are) 2 priests with 1 plough and 2 
frenchmen having li ploughs and 1 slave and 6 villani and 7 bordarii with 
4 ploughs4 :

The same Ranulf (Mainwaring) holds Hoiloch. Earl Morcar held (it). 
In Mildestvich Hundred. 5 There (are) 3 hides geldable. There is land 
for 4 ploughs. In lordship is one and 4 slaves and 2 radmen with 1 
plough. Woodland (is) there 3 leagues long and 1 wide. T.R.E. and 
after it was waste. Value now 20 shillings. 6

A further reference to the manor of Acton occurs in the 
additional material on the Cheshire wiches, appended to the 
Cheshire folios as the first of several additions:

In the Time of King Edward there was in Warmundestrou Hundred 
one wich in which there was a brine-pit and there were 8 salt-houses 
(salinae) divided between the king and earl Edwin so that of all the 
profits or renders of the salt-houses the king used to have 2 parts and 
the earl the third. But additionally the earl used to have one salt-house 
of his own which pertained to his Manor of Acatone . . .

The obvious discrepancy in the attribution of Acton to both
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Earl Morcar and his brother, Earl Edwin has not gone 
unnoticed. Ormerod concluded that the name of Morcar 
had erroneously been substituted for that of his brother in 
the first extract, on the basis that the description of the dues 
from the salt industry dealt with a royal perquisite and was, 
therefore, intrinsically less likely to contain an error of this 
kind. 8 Tait recognised the problem but sagely forbore to 
commit himself. J Bu'Lock followed Ormerod without 
noting that the discrepancy existed and most recently the 
V.C.H. noted the discrepancy but followed Ormerod in 
regarding Edwin as the more likely holder of the manor .'°

Notwithstanding the apparent solidarity of the secondary 
sources, it is only fair to point out that the basis of the 
argument offered by Ormerod is far from sound. There is no 
greater likelihood of accuracy in the short description of the 
wiches than in the more regular returns of rural estates. In 
fact, the reverse could be argued with at least equal 
justification, since the entries which refer to rural manors 
were digested from descriptive information derived from 
and checked by locals before being submitted to the Domes 
day scribes. The simplest explanation of the discrepancy 
lies in the failure of the Domesday scribe to check that it 
was, in fact, Earl Edwin holding the Acton estate. Instead, 
the assumption was made that all three wiches were con 
trolled for the crown by the same earl and the different 
circumstance at Nantwich (which was attached to a rural 
estate) was overlooked. In support of this, there is another 
entrance in the Domesday Survey for Cheshire which makes 
it all but certain that it was Earl Morcar who held Acton:

The same Robert (fitz Hugh) held Burwardeslei. and Humphrey from 
him. Aluric and Colbert and Ravenchel held (it), and they were free 
men. There (were) 3 hides taxable. Land for 3 ploughs. There (are) 3 
bordarii with 1 plough and woodland 1 league long and a half wide. 
T.R.E. it was worth 2 shillings. Now 5 shillings. It was waste. From this 
land 1 hide was taken away from the church of St. Werburgh. This the 
reeves of earls Edwin and Morcar sold to a certain Ravechil."

There is no reason to doubt the authenticity of this claim, 
presumably made by the St. Werburgh community before 
the commissioners in 1086 and duly recorded, although 
without any comment from the assembled juries. There is 
nothing unlikely about the transaction and it is perfectly 
credible that the family of Earl Leofric should have regarded 
the estates of an abbey over which they exercised rights of 
patronage as an extension to their own private property, to
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be sold or granted away as they saw fit. Assuming Earl 
AElgar (son of Leofric and father of Edwin and Morcar) to 
have died in 1062, 12 the event can only have occurred 
between 1062 and 1066.

For a reeve to be in the service of Earl Morcar in the 
1060's in Cheshire must require that land was being admin 
istered in the shire on his behalf at this time. Given that 
Wheelock was waste in 1066, such an official can only have 
been responsible for Acton. We must, therefore, reinstate 
Earl Morcar to that manor and postulate an error in the 
Domesday description of the dues from the wiches.

There is nothing unlikely in Morcar's holding lands in 
Cheshire. Until the late autumn of 1065, he held no official 
position in England. From then until the Norman Conquest, 
he was Earl of Northumbria but he had not yet made his 
authority felt in distant parts of the West Riding when King 
Edward died on January 5th, 1066. 13 From his father's death 
until his elevation to an Earldom, Morcar had no obvious 
means of support, depending on whatever his father had left 
him by will, perhaps augmented by the generosity of his 
older brother. From these two (inseparable) sources came a 
thin scatter of estates in England below the Humber: in 
Herefordshire he held the 15 hide private hundred of 
Eardisland, 4 estates in Leicestershire, 8 in Lincolnshire, 1 
in each of Northamptonshire, Nottinghamshire and Rut 
land, 8 in Shropshire and 1 in Staffordshire. He was 
responsible for just under 150 hides and 22+ carucates 
(Lines.) valued in 1066 at over £155, of which his Cheshire 
estates only contributed 11 hides, valued at £10.

There is no evidence that his Northumbrian earldom 
brought with it any large estates in the East Midlands, such 
as had provided resources to his predecessor's Earls Siward 
and Tostig. 14 These manors must, therefore, derive from 
dynastic sources. In this context, it may be worth noting 
that the widowed Countess AElfeva is regularly described in 
Domesday as the mother of Earl Morcar, the younger and 
less important of the brothers, rather than of Earl Edwin .' 5 
The distribution of her few estates in the East Midlands 
implies that they came ultimately not from the estates of the 
earldom of her husband but from private inheritance. 
Morcar's estates appear to derive both from the 'core' 
estates of his father (as at Eardisland or Acton) but perhaps 
also from recent acquisitions by the family, perhaps from 
the family of his mother. It is quite possible that AElfeva 
was mother only to Morcar and stepmother to Edwin,
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although in this case the identity of Edwin's mother is a 
mystery. Alternatively, the peculiarity of her exclusive 
association with Morcar in Domesday may derive from the 
absence of estates in those counties held by the elder son.

The Domesday estates of Earl Edwin exhibit greater 
agglomeration, concentrated as they were in the West 
Midlands, from Cheshire to Warwickshire and Wor 
cestershire. The manors of Earl Edwin presumably derive 
from the patrimony of his father, grandfather and great 
grandfather - Leofwin, Ealdorman of the Hwicce in the 
Worcester diocese. 16 Except for 6 carucates at two 
Derbyshire estates, he held no lands in the old Danelaw. In 
this there exists an important discrepancy between the 
estates of the two brothers. To Edwin went the bulk of the 
'family' estates which his father had inherited from Earl 
Leofric, without any of the scattered additions that can be 
identified in the estates of the widowed Countess or Morcar.

The situation is made complex because Edwin's father 
and grandfather, also occur as Domesday land-holders.'' 
The core of AElgar's reported interests centred on his 
land-holdings in East Anglia and particularly in Cam 
bridgeshire, where he had been earl before 1057. These 
estates may not have been accessible to his sons in the 
1060's, given the hostility of Harold (and presumably his 
brothers) to their father. However, the description of (Sher- 
riff) Hales in Staffordshire notes that Earl AElgar held the 
estate in 1066 but a dispute involving the crown in 1086 led 
to the jury decision that Earl Edwin had held it. 18 It seems 
likely that all the estates notionally held by Earl AElgar or 
his father in 1066, at least in the West Midlands where the 
family retained its influence, were administered on behalf of 
his eldest son. Whether the latter was of age much before 
1066 is open to doubt and the situation of the young earl 
was rendered still more complicated by the presence of 
three widows within the family, each of whom held some 
estates in 1066 (being his grandmother, mother and sister).

Of Morcar's Cheshire landholdings, Wheelock was of no 
value in 1066. It is to Acton that we should turn to examine 
his assets in the county.

THE MANOR OF ACTON

Acton was the focus of a large, multi-settlement parish 
throughout the medieval period. To the medieval parish should
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probably be added for the 11 th century the parochial chapelry 
of Wrenbury and certainly the late parishes of Nantwich and 
Church Minshull. 19 In 1086 two priests were listed at Acton but 
nowhere else in this parochial unit. It can reasonably be 
assumed that the parish originated from an extensive estate, 
with which it was approximately coterminous.

In 1066, it was described as 22 manors with a total tax 
assessment of 18 hides and 2| virgates. Of this, Acton was 
assessed at 8 hides (45%). Excluding Chorley (for which no 
figures were offered), the total estimate of value in 1066 was 
£15 7s. 4d., of which Acton was assessed at £10 (66%). The 
number of ploughlands estimated in 1086 for the parish was 
561, of which Acton had 30 (53%). The total estimate of 
working ploughs was 32s, of which 15? (48%) were at Acton. 
These figures suggest that the manor benefited from under- 
taxation in 1066 when compared with the estimate of T.R.E. 
valuation but not by a substantial factor. There is, in other 
words, little evidence of beneficial hidation of the estate vis a 
vis the remainder of the parish and the discrepancy is easily 
explicable by differential investment and development. 
Even this slight discrepancy had been ironed out by 1086, 
when the proportion of ploughs was approximately equiv 
alent to hidation.

If these figures are compared to the whole hundred of 
Warmundestrou, there were there 51 manors recorded in 
1086, assessed at 51 hides and 1 virgate, valued T.R.E. at 
£32 19s. 4d., averaging 12s. lOd. per hide (4 were not 
recorded). Ploughlands were estimated at 2.8 per hide, 
totalling 141.75. Excluding the parish of Acton, the T.R.E. 
valuation averaged 10s. lOd. per hide, compared with 16s. 
6d. per hide within the parish. Outside, ploughlands were 
estimated in 1086 as 2.6 per hide compared with 3 within. 
Acton manor, with £1 5s. per hide and 3.75 ploughlands per 
hide, was clearly advantaged compared with the remaining 
manors in the parish and both enjoyed a more attractive 
ratio than the manors in the hundred but outside the parish. 
There is visible a centripedal distribution of tax liability, 
lowest at the centre on the large, multi-township manor 
with a high status owner and highest among manors outside 
the parish associated with that estate but within the 
hundred.

This would seem to imply that linkages once existed 
between the manor of Acton and the manors elsewhere in 
the hundred, inside and outside the parish of Acton. Such 
links are rarely identifiable in the Domesday Survey, since
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no tenurial structure is recorded for 1066. It is only possible 
to establish with any certainty such links between Morcar 
and a minority of other local land-holders. It is, however, a 
priori likely that the local free landholding population was 
linked to the dynasty by a variety of obligations and 
mechanisms. In addition, the growing needs of the wick for 
fuel acted as a powerful incentive to maintain and 
strengthen local and regional interdependence. 20 That one 
virgate of the manor of Poole lay in Bromhall21 implies that 
some relics of extensive pasturing rights may have still 
survived in the area. The soils of the parish reinforce the 
place-name evidence to imply that the southern half of the 
area consisted of heavy clays (Soil Survey 71 In, 712f) which 
were only slowly being cleared in the llth century and were 
of substance sufficient to form the Shire boundary.

Excluding Earl Morcar, there were 13 landholders T.R.E., 
holding within the parish. Of these, the name AElfric was 
recorded at three manors within the parish, the adjacent 
manor of Stapeley and land at Burwardsley (see above), 
which would seem to associate him with Earl Morcar. 
Ravenkel held Aston iuxta Mondrem. Elsewhere in the 
Shire, the name was only recorded at Burwardsley in the 
context noted above. Colbert, the third of the Burwardsley 
landholders in 1066, is named elsewhere in the Shire only at 
three estates in Wirral where they were adjacent to the great 
Eastham manor of Earl Edwin. It seems likely that all three 
were the men of the two earls in 1066, Colbert being 
specifically associated with Earl Edwin and the others with 
Morcar.

Of the remainder, there can be little certain identification 
of individuals. Hakon held Poole and Worleston but the 
name is also recorded at Bramhall. It could be argued that 
Bramhall lay adjacent to the great comital estate of 
Adlington and that the two occurrences of the name are 
likely to refer to the same individual. Karl occurs at 
Wrenbury and elsewhere only at Aldredelie near the comital 
estates of Weaverham and Frodsham.

Fran held Chorlton and no other land in Cheshire but he 
may be synonymous with the holder of part of Sugnall in 
Staffordshire. Two landholders both called Edric held 
Broomhall. The name occurs elsewhere at Tittenley in 
Audlem parish and at Prenton on the Wirral (adjacent to 
the holdings of Colbert, above). Other names, such as Dot, 
Alfward and Leofwin, occur widely in the county and there 
is no means of assessing the number of individuals involved.
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We can demonstrate with a reasonable degree of certainty 
that a minority of the local manorial holders were directly 
associated with the Earls and it seems at least likely that 
most were to some extent beholden to them, particularly 
given the dearth of alternative patrons or protectors in the 
Shire. The holdings may have originated from the fragmen 
tation of an earlier, unitary estate and many landholders 
were not substantially endowed with manors elsewhere.

Morcar benefited in several respects from his Cheshire 
landholding. As the patron of a section at least of the local 
manorial holders, he could draw upon the area as a source 
of loyal retainers and servants, both before, but particularly 
after his elevation to the Earldom of Northumbria, when his 
capacity to reward loyal service and his need of it were both 
substantially enhanced. As the holder of a substantial 
estate, he had access to foodstuffs and other other raw 
materials, rents and other revenues available to him as he 
moved around the Midlands. If it was not a new custom 
introduced since 1071, the mention of a lord's hall large 
enough to host the manorial court emphasises the impor 
tance and status of the manor and the likelihood of frequent 
visitations by the Earl with his retinue. The links between 
the wick and the manor provided the Earl with a further 
source of income, power and patronage.

The manor of Acton emerges, therefore, as a significant 
asset among the estates of Earl Morcar in 1066. It was 
arguably more important to him than the hidation or 
valuation might suggest. After 1071, the shadowy domi 
nance which was exercised over the parish and hundred by 
the pre-Conquest holder of Acton emerged into the light 
with the creation of a block of manorial holdings encom 
passing the Hundred in the hands of William Malbank and 
those he had enfeoffed. In 1086 the feudal structure is 
clearly evidenced but it need not have been entirely a 
product of the Norman Conquest. There is every likelihood 
that this structure reflected much of the pre-existing, focal 
status of the Acton estate in 1066. The most significant 
difference between the situation in 1066 and that of 1086 
may have lain in the surveyors' disinterest in the personal 
relationship binding estate holders in 1066, contrasted with 
a central interest in the same type of interrelationship in 
1086. In 1086, twenty-year old bonds of tenure and fealty 
were already history.
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NOTES

1 Later to become the Hundred of Nantwich and translated as such in 
the Phillimore edition of the Domesday Survey of Cheshire, ed. P. Morgan 
(Chichester, 1978).

2 A status group which has no direct parallel in English, unless the 
Anglicized form be adopted, hence 'villeins'. The term 'villager' 
(used by the Phillimore translations) gives the misleading impres 
sion that I'illani lived in villages. In Cheshire, very few did.

3 A status group which is, if anything, harder to translate than villani. 
The sense seems to be low status groups active or descended from 
those recently active in assarting and breaking1 new ground. See 
S.P.J. Harvey, 'Evidence for Settlement Study: Domesday Book', in 
Medieval Settlement, ed. P.H. Sawyer (London,'1976), pp. 197-9. The 
use of the term 'cottager' in the Phillimore translation does not 
convey the force of the term.

4 Domesday Book, 265c. This and the further passages from the 
Domesday Survey are translations by the author from the latin text 
of the Phillimore edition.

5 Middlewich Hundred is translated in the Phillimore edition as 
Northwich Hundred, as it was later to become.

6 Domesday Book, 267b.
7 Ibid., 268b.
8 G. Ormerod, The History of the County Palatine and City of Chester (2nd 

edition, ed. T. Helsby, London, 1882), III, p., 342.
9 J. Tail, ed. The Domesday Survey of Cheshire, Chetham Society (1916), p., 

59f.n. 1.
10 J.D. Bu' Lock, Pre-Conquest Cheshire Chester (1972), p. 66. V.C.H. 

Cheshire (1987), I, pp., 265, 316, 319 f.n. 71.
11 Domesday Book, 264c.
12 From this date AElgar disappears from the Chronicle sources. The 

offensive undertaken by Earl Harold against AElfric's ally and 
brother in law. King Grilfith, in the winter of 1062-3, implies that the 
Earl of Mercia was unavailable to provide support. Earl Harold took 
the opportunity to destroy the Welsh half of a Mercian-Welsh 
alliance which had successfully outfaced him in at least two, previous 
confrontations.

13 Earl Tostig was acknowledged as the 1066 land holder of Preston, 
Halton, Whittington, Millom, Hexthorpe, Burstwick, Beetham and 
Grindleton, despite his being in exile.

14 Both appear to have been granted estates and jurisdiction in the East 
Midlands. Tostig's influence was centred in Northamptonshire but 
extended into Huntingdonshire and Nottinghamshire.

15 Domesday Book, 134d, 222b, 231d, 286b, 374a.
16 C.R. Hart, The Early Charters of Northern England and the North Midlands 

(Leicester, 1975), pp. 344-5.
17 This is not surprising, given that Earl Godwin, who died in 1053, was 

recorded in Sussex as a prominent land holder in 1066.
18 Domesday Book, 248a.
19 The parochial jurisdiction of Acton in the mid to late llth century 

can not be precisely delimited but recent opinion is unanimous in 
supposing these later parochial units to have formed parts of the 
Domesday parochia, based on what was probably a Minster church at 
Acton.
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20 For the wich, seej. Oxley, 'Nantwich: an llth century salt town and 
its origins', THSLC, 131 '(1982), pp. 1-20.

21 Domesday Book, 265d.


