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AT the present time, low tide off Hoylake exposes little more 
than a great stretch of bare sands, with a shallow pool 

immediately offshore, but in former times this was the Hoyle 
Lake, or Heye Pool, and an important feature of the Wirral 
coast. Before the sandbanks took on their present form the 
Pool was a large and comparatively deep anchorage, near to 
the mainland, protected on the west by the rocks which run out 
to Hilbre Island, to the north by extensive sandbanks (fully 
covered only at the highest tides), and to the east, where the 
pool was entered, by a spit of land of which there now survives 
only the name, Dove Point, plausibly derived by some from the 
Celtic, dubh- black, from the colour of the offshore peat.

From early times this anchorage was a centre for Irish Sea 
shipping of all kinds; seawards its contacts were by coastal 
routes to the north and west, and with Ireland and the Isle of 
Man, whilst inland the estuaries of the Dee and Mersey pro 
vided routes to the whole area between the Pennines and the 
Welsh Marches. Recent studies of the stone axes from this area 
show that such routes were used even in Neolithic times, whilst 
other prehistoric material from Hoylake itself displays contacts 
with lands from Bute to south-west Britain. The Hoyle Lake 
retained its importance for thousands of years; as late as the 
eighteenth century it was still an embarkation point for Ireland, 
a place where cargoes were trans-shipped for the Mersey and the 
Dee, and where ships anchored to await suitable conjunctions 
of wind and tide for their sea or river journeys (see map, Fig. 1).

The shore of Wirral has long been known as the site of a 
"submerged forest", now almost entirely vanished, and the 
contours of the seacoast here have undergone considerable 
changes since prehistoric times, initially through alterations of 
sea-level, and later through changes in the silting and erosion 
caused by the two adjacent rivers. During the nineteenth century 
in particular there was considerable erosion and re-silting, by 
which old land surfaces were exposed and eroded. We are 
fortunate that the process attracted the attention of local 
antiquarians, for as a result of their patient activity a large 
number of small objects were collected from the shore at this
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Figure 1. THE COAST OF WIRRAL
The dotted line shows the Hoyle Lake about 1680, and the stippled area 

indicates where most of the objects have been found.

time, and though many have since disappeared (including all 
those formerly in the Liverpool Museum), many have survived, 
notably those in the Potter Collection at the Grosvenor 
Museum, Chester. Moreover a large, and perhaps more re 
presentative, collection was described and illustrated in a 
monograph, Ancient Meols, by the Rev. A. Hume in 1863. (1) 
In the years following its appearance some further finds were 
made and recorded in TRANSACTIONS, mainly by H. E. 
Smith from 1865 to 1874 and by E. W. Cox in 1895, and there 
have been a few more recent discoveries. A small number of 
objects, mainly prehistoric and post-Conquest, are in the 
Warrington Museum.

Taken together the finds cover a period from the Neolithic 
to recent times and offer an almost continuous record of a 
maritime settlement on the landward side of the Hoyle Lake. 
In the few historical records, this settlement is probably to be 
identified as Great Meols, a parish formerly of some importance 
but which immediately before the rise of the modern town of 
Hoylake had dwindled into insignificance. The name Meols 
derives from Norse melr, sand-dune.

The stratigraphy of the site is only recorded in broad outlines,

111 A. Hume, Ancient Meols, or Some Account of the Antiquities found near 
Dove Point on the Sea-Coast of Cheshire (London 1863).
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and not in relationship to the few observations of structural 
remains that were made, so that the finds themselves, being 
unstratified, can only be dated on typological grounds. Never 
theless an account of them is of some interest, partly because 
comparable assemblies of objects are not common and partly 
because they throw some light on the history of the area in 
certain periods. I hope to deal with the prehistoric material 
from the site elsewhere, whilst the Roman material appears to 
be relatively well-known; here I have tried to deal with those 
objects which probably date from between the Roman and 
Norman periods. Knowledge of the objects of this period has 
advanced a little since Hume's time and interest in it has lately 
quickened; on the other hand it would perhaps be premature 
to attempt a similar assessment of the even larger number of 
post-Conquest finds.

The objects are described in a sequence which is partly 
chronological and partly typological. The illustrations, except 
where stated, are natural size; objects marked with an H are 
now lost and have been redrawn from Hume's plates with no 
further detail than seemed justifiable. The remainder have been 
drawn from the actual objects, in the Potter Collection.

I SUB-ROMANO-BRITISH OCCUPATION

Late Roman Coins. That the site was relatively well-frequented 
throughout the Roman period is suggested by the list of coins 
printed by Hume (p. 290), but in the absence of the coins them 
selves or of a more detailed description no firm conclusions can 
be drawn about occupation after the end of the fourth century. 
Pennanular brooches. Better evidence for a sub-Romano-British 
population is provided by the bronze penannular brooches, of 
which Hume notes the existence of several and illustrates three. 
These (Fig. 2a-c) are small non-zoomorphic penannulars of a 
type recognised by Savory (2) as products of a sub-Romano- 
British culture in a province which must have extended from 
the Severn to the Dee. From this area such brooches found their 
way to Anglo-Saxon cemeteries in adjoining areas, which 
provide a terminus ante quern for their manufacture. Particularly 
close parallels to our examples, cited by Savory, are those from 
cemeteries at Longbridge (Warwick), Holdenby (Northampton), 
and Great Driffield (Yorkshire); we may also add a pair very 
like Fig. 2b from Fairford (Gloucester). None of these sites 
is likely to be later than the early seventh century; moreover

(2) Savory in Harden (ed.), Dark Age Britain (London 1956), p. 40; cf. Wylie, 
Fairford Graves (Oxford 1852), p. 23 and pi. V, fig. 5.
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Figure 2. SUB-ROMANO-BRIT1SH AND EARLY ANGLO-SAXON
OBJECTS

found at Meols. 
All drawings are full size.

rather similar terminals are seen on a long-pinned penannular 
from Lagore, (3) found in a stratified deposit of c. 650.

Some other brooches, noted by Hume (p. 71) and including 
one of silver, may have been of related types; others, noted by 
Smith in TRANSACTIONS, Vol 18, consist of a flat bronze 
strip with recurved ends (Fig. 2d). This type is ascribed to a 
similar date and origin by Savory; to the examples he cites can 
be added those from sixth-century cemeteries at Dunston 
(Northampton) and Bidford-on-Avon (Warwick); (4 ' related Irish 
pins are ascribed to the same period by Armstrong in 
Archaeologia (Vol. 72, p. 71).

<"> Hencken, Proc. Royal Irish Acad., Vol. 53c (1950-1), p. 1, fig. 15 (1531) and 
p. 73.

141 Humphreys (et al.), Archaeologia, Vol. 73 (1922-3), p. 102, and pi. XII, 2.
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Buckle-plates. Hume also illustrates (his pi. VII 16, XII 20) two 
small bronze buckle-plates of simple rectangular pattern, the 
design and form of which appear to derive from a common 
Late Roman type, whilst the decoration on one is also paralleled 
on a seventh-century plate from Lagore (cf. (3) , p. 85 and figs. 
22-110). However, in view of what is said below (p. 21) about the 
la ter evolution of the buckle-type with which such plates are 
associated, the dating of the Meols plates remains uncertain. 
Other evidence. The archaeological evidence for a rather pro 
longed British occupation in the area, though slight, accords 
with certain other data. The triangular area of land west of 
Meols is almost cut off by very wet ground along the Birket, and 
in its name, Wallcisey, it preserved the memory of a British 
enclave surviving at least into Anglo-Saxon times. The church 
at Wallasey has a Celtic dedication, to St. Hilary, and another 
Celtic church, further inland, gave a name to Landican. That 
such names should have survived at all in an area where later 
English and Norse occupation was so intensive is in itself 
remarkable.

II EARLY SAXON MATERIAL

In spite of the Northumbrian campaigns of c. 615 and c. 627, 
the principal Anglo-Saxon settlement of Cheshire began rather 
later and was mainly effected from Mercia. Some of the Anglo- 
Saxon objects from Meols are of types which can be paralleled 
in the later Anglian cemeteries, and can be ascribed to the 
earliest period of Anglo-Saxon penetration into Wirral, though 
the possibility that some reached the area by way of trade with 
British inhabitants, as did the group of seventh-century Prankish 
vessels from Halkyn, Flintshire,' 5 ' should not be overlooked.
Coins. Two sceattas from Meols were published by Smith in 
TRANSACTIONS, Vols. 18 and 20, and are almost certainly 
of Mercian origin and dated to the late seventh or early eighth 
century. One is more debased than the other, but both are of the 
"Porcupine"/Standard type. From Sutherland's analysis of 
these, (6) it would appear that both are of types commonest in 
south-east England; the "porcupine" pattern (a version of the 
radiate head or wolf-and-twins design) occurs on Mercian coins 
of Ethelred (675-700), and the "standard" on Mercian coins of 
Peada, c. 656.
Annular brooches. There are many annular brooches in the 
Potter collection or illustrated by Hume; some of these are

<5> Thompson, Antiquaries Journal, Vol. 36 (1956), p. 192.
"» Sutherland, Numismatic Chronicle, Vol 6 (1942 (11)), p. 42.
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clearly of post-Conquest date and the majority cannot be dated 
at all precisely, but one of bronze from the Potter collection 
(Fig. 2e) sufficiently resembles those commonly found in 
Anglian cemeteries to require inclusion here. The annulus is a 
cast bronze plate of uneven thickness, decorated with punched 
circles and pierced with two holes for the fastening.

Plate 1. BRONZE ANNULAR 
BROOCH

(See Fig. 2e)

Belt-fittings. Fig. 2f and g show a strap-end of oval outline and 
a possible belt-hook, both of bronze, with split butts and 
decorated with punched circles. These objects are clearly related 
to the strap-ends with split butts and animal-head terminals 
which occur between the ninth and eleventh centuries and are 
discussed in the next section, but are probably of earlier date, 
since the closest parallel to the strap-end is one from a "late" 
Anglian cemetery (Malton Farm, Barrington, Cambridge, 
British Museum 76, 2-12.42); a hook similar to our example 
was found amongst seventh to ninth century material at 
Whitby. (7) Both objects probably date from the eighth century.
Other objects. One of the most exotic objects from Meols 
belong to this period; it is the recently-found "St. Menas' flask" 
published by Thompson. These pottery flasks, of which examples 
from Derby and York are also known, are of Mediterranean 
manufacture and common in Merovingian France ; (8) the shrine 
which they commemorate was destroyed in the mid-seventh 
century.

'" Peers and Radford, Archaeologia, Vol. 89 (1943), p. 60 and fig. 12 (10).
181 J. Thompson, Chester and N.W. Arch. Soc., Vol. 43 N.S. (1956), p. 48; 

J. O'Ferrall, Derbyshire Arch. Soc., Vol. 71 (1951), p. 78; Salin, La Civilisation 
Merovingienne I (Paris 1949), p. 158.
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Hume described (p. 357), but unfortunately did not illustrate, 
a bowl, 9Jr" diameter, 2|" high, hammered out of thin bronze or 
copper sheet; the description, and Hume's own opinion, recall 
the Prankish vessels from Halkyn already mentioned, (5) and 
related bowls from cemeteries of this period.

Amongst the ring-headed pins discussed later, one at least, 
of Irish origin, may well belong to the seventh century (below, 
p. 15). Some simple ear-rings and finger-rings illustrated by 
Hume (p. 248, and pi. XXV, 1-6; p. 239, and pi. XXIV, 8, 9, 12) 
could also be of this date but defy precise characterisation.

HI LATER SAXON OBJECTS

Anglo-Saxon objects later in date than those just discussed are 
relatively more frequent; valuable parallels to the whole series 
are those from the monastic site of Whitby (7> (mid-seventh to 
mid-ninth century) and from various Irish sites. Some of the 
objects considered in this section may, in point of chronology, 
belong to the period of Norse settlement on the site, but those 
which lack specifically Norse or Norse-Irish character are best 
dealt with here.

Taken as a whole, the assembly of objects of this period 
seems to bear a Mercian stamp, though this is perhaps not to 
be insisted upon. Several suggest connections with Ireland and 
even with the North Sea; unfortunately none of these more 
exotic objects can be securely ascribed to a period earlier than 
that in which Norse-Irish settlement is well attested, though 
the other objects are good evidence that the settlement flourished 
prior to that time. One curious feature is the apparent absence 
of Mercian coins; after the sceattas already mentioned and 
before the tenth century, only two coins are recorded in Hume, 
these being Northumbrian stycas of Redulf (844) and Ethelred 
(840-848). As part of a possible explanation for this phenomenon 
we may note that from the time of Offa, the Mercian kingdom 
had other means of access to the Irish Sea, not only by way of 
the Severn but also, by-passing Meols by a better land-route, 
through Mercian outposts along the Flintshire coast, the 
importance of which is clearly shown by the line of OfTa's 
dyke-system.

Nevertheless place-names and other evidence suggest that 
there was a steady expansion of English settlement in Wirral 
during the pre-Scandinavian period. At Overchurch was set 
up a carved stone with Anglian runes of the ninth century 
(Grosvenor Museum), whilst from Chester come further frag 
ments of pre-Scandinavian stone-carving in a Mercian style.
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Figure 3. FACETED AND DISC-HEADED PINS
c is made of silver 

All drawings are full size.
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At about the same time St. Hildeburga may well have founded 
the religious community (certainly of pre-Norman origin, and 
later a pilgrim centre) which gave her name to Hilbre Island 
just off the Wirral coast (Capella de Hildeburgheye, 1081). 
Faceted pins. Pins of bone or jet with faceted polygonal heads 
occur on late Roman sites, but bronze specimens are generally 
later; in Germany they appear in early seventh-century 
Austrasian cemeteries and in Britain in the "late" cemeteries of 
East Anglia. (9) More elaborate versions are found in Ireland 
and occasionally in Britain, as in the Bidford-on-Avon 
cemetery,' 101 whilst the seventh to ninth century material from 
Whitby includes (cf. (7) , p. 63 and fig. 14) a large number of 
simple polygonal-headed pins with cast or punched dot-and- 
circle ornament on the facets. Such pins are not often found on 
Viking sites and are therefore a good indication of seventh to 
ninth century occupation.

One of the Meols pins (redrawn, Fig. 3a) has punched 
decoration on the stem as well as on the polygonal head, and 
in this feature recalls the earlier and more elaborate examples 
mentioned above. The remainder (selection, Fig. 3b) includes 
examples with neatly-cast heads with dot-and-circle ornament 
and also specimens with hammered facets and crudely-punched 
decoration. To this latter category also belong two ring-headed 
pins (see below, p. 16).
Disc-headed pins. Small pins with flat disc-shaped heads, in the 
plane of the stem, appear occasionally in the cemeteries, (11) 
but the majority of pins of this kind are larger and belong to 
the eighth to tenth centuries. There are two main varieties, both 
occurring at Meols.

One type has a raised central boss, as seen on ninth-century 
moulds from Mote of Mark, 112 ' usually combined with a cruci 
form arrangement of decoration; this can be seen on the 
damaged silver specimen from Meols (Fig. 3c). Pins of this 
type were often worn in pairs, linked by a chain, as seen in the 
eighth-century sets from Ixworth and the River Witham and in 
the Talnotrie hoard of c. 900. (13) The Meols specimen shows

191 J. Werner, Munzdatierte Austrasische Grabfunde (Berlin 1935), e.g. 31 (Soest, 
grab 165); Lethbridge, A Cemetery at Lackford (Camb 1951), p. 20 and fig. 28.

(10) Humphreys, op. cit., p 104 (27) and pi. XVI; cf. Armstrong, Archaeologia, 
Vol. 72(1921-2), p. 71.

1111 e.g. Kendrick, Antiq. Journal, Vol. 26 (1946), pi. 10 (9); cf. footnote 
(7) (Whitby), No. 77.

1121 Curie, Proc. Soc. Antiq. Scotland, Vol. 48 (1913), p. 147: also Armstrong, 
Archaeologia, Vol. 72, pi. 14 (1.2).

1131 Bruce-Mitford in Dark Age Britain, p. 199 and pi. XXXa; Smith, B.M. 
Guide to A-S Antiquities (London 1923) pi. IX; Brit. Mus. 1727, 12-12, 23 
(Ixworth) and 58, 11-16, 4 (R. Witham); Maxwell, Proc. Soc. Antiq. Scotland, 
Vol. 47 (1912), p. 12 (Talnotrie).
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traces of the hole for such a link, and the style of the interlace 
supports a late eight- or ninth-century date for this pin.

The second type has a head which is plain, or decorated with 
simple dot-and-circle patterns; these are related to the Con 
tinental "styliform" pins and several were found at Whitby 
(cf. (7) , p. 64 and fig. 15). The bronze example from Meols 
(Fig 3f) has a plain head and a baluster-moulded stem.

Plate 2. DECORATED 
BRONZE MOUNT AND 
SILVER DISC-HEADED PIN

((See Figs. 4k and 3c)

Hume also illustrates a plain bronze pin with an eccentric 
perforation (redrawn, Fig 3e), related to bone examples from 
Whitby, Jarlshof, and Settle (Victoria Cave), 114 ' and part of 
another bronze pin which once had some kind of scroll decora 
tion on the head. The junction of head and stem on the latter 
(redrawn, Fig. 3d) is paralleled on a silver pin, with hatched 
decoration, from Victoria Cave.
Strap-ends. The Hoylake shore produced several examples of the 
small strap-ends with animal terminals and split butts, which 
from their occurrence in dated hoards, and at Whitby, <15) and

'"' Bruce, Free. Soc. Antiq. Scotland, Vol. 41 (1906), p. 27; Coll. Mr. Lord, 
Settle.

1151 e.g. Trewhiddle, Cuerdale, Sevington, Talnotrie; cf. Thompson, Inventory 
of British Coin Hoards (London 1956); Whitby, p. 55 and fig. 11.
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Figure 4. STRAP-ENDS, MOUNTS AND SMALL BELL 
d is silver: h white metal 
All drawings are full size
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from the style of their decoration, can be ascribed to the ninth 
and tenth centuries. The suggestion, made with reference to the 
Whitby series, that they were objects of some ecclesiastical use, 
is not borne out by their occurrence at this, a secular site, 
though they may well have been particularly used as part of 
women's costume.

Plate 3. BRONZE STRAP- 
END

(See Fig. 4f)

Three of these objects, all of bronze, are here redrawn from 
Hume (Fig. 4a-c). Of these, one (a) is a good, though damaged, 
example of the type with Trewhiddle-style panels of (?) scroll 
decoration, whilst another (b) has a palmette set between the 
rivets at the butt, like several of the Whitby series. However, the 
third (c), with a square butt and chamfered along most of 
length, is most closely paralleled by an Irish specimen, from a 
Strokestown crannog, which, though not closely dated, probably 
belongs to the same general period (National Museum of 
Ireland, WK-43).

A silver tag from the Potter collection (Fig. 4d), though 
much worn, again shows traces of the palmette and of a panel 
of decoration. Also in the Potter collection is a rectangular 
bronze strap-end, of different type, decorated with engraved 
interlace, which is included here simply for convenience (Fig. 
4e), since though clearly of pre-Conquest date it cannot be 
more closely dated.

Another type of strap-end is represented by the bronze open 
work example in Fig 4f; this type is of less frequent occurrence 
but close parallels are known and all show versions of a foliate 
decoration of Carolingian origin. As is well-shown in our
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specimen, objects of this kind were fixed to the strap by riveting 
through a detached plate, a technique found on many Caro- 
lingian and Viking belt-fittings. Two strap ends in the Ash- 
molean Museum (1909-446 and 1909-414), from Ixworth and 
from Mildenhall, show the same method of attachment and 
have animals in the foliage, thus resembling another from a 
burial at Hitchin and one from Wilbury Hill (Cambs.). The 
general style of these objects is related to that of a "cruet" 
discussed by Kendrick ; (16) they can be ascribed to the tenth 
or early eleventh century.

Plate 4. WHITE-METAL 
DISC-BROOCH

(See Fig. 4h)

Another openwork tag is illustrated by Hume (redrawn, 
Fig 4g); the details of the decoration are not now intelligible, 
but the object is probably to be compared with some strap-ends 
from Domburg in Zeeland (c. 700-850) which in turn are 
related to others from Hedeby in Schleswig and from York. (17) 
A rather similar strap-end from Thetford has been ascribed to 
the tenth century. (16)
Disc-brooches. Some small decorated discs in the Potter 
collection, which may be mounts for brooches or for some other 
setting, seem to be most appropriately considered here, though 
they might perhaps belong to the Norse period of the site 
(Fig. 4h-j). One is of white metal with a cruciform interlace 
pattern, a second, of bronze, has a simple radiate pattern, and 
the third, also of bronze, has a raised central boss and four 
lenticular bosses, with traces of interlace or hatching between 
them. Somewhat similar disc-brooches were not uncommon in 
the late Saxon period, (18) but precise parallels and probable 
dates for the first two examples cannot be put forward. The 
third, however, is closely paralleled by a late bracteate from 
Wye Down, ascribed to the mid-seventh century. 1191

1161 Kendrick, Antiq. Journal, Vol. 18 (1938), p. 379.
(17) Roes, Antiq. Journal, Vol. 38 (1958), p. 94; and Berichten van de Rijks- 

dienst voor het Oudheidhundig Bodemonderzoek, Vol. 6 (1955), p. 83. 
1181 e.g. Evison, Antiq. Journal, Vol. 37 (1957), p. 220. 
1191 Haseloff, Mediaeval Archaeology, Vol. 2 (1958), p. 82.
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Decorated mount. One of the finer pieces in the Potter collection 
is a small bronze mount (Fig. 4k), once perhaps gilt, with 
sunken panels of thread-like interlace giving the effect of fine 
chip-carving. The style is one of the eighth or early ninth 
century, though it is hardly possible to say in what part of the 
British Isles such an object might have been made. Parallels 
to the style are too numerous to list; they include many from 
Ireland and, as loot, from Viking graves in Scandinavia, (20) 
but essentially similar objects are also known from English 
sites, e.g. the Ixworth and Witham pins (13) and the mounts 
from Whitby (cf. (7) , p. 50 and pi. XXVI). The patterns on the 
present example are not necessarily very late in date (cf. for 
example the Moylough belt-shrine (21)), so that there is no need 
to ascribe it to the Norse-Irish period of the site. On the other 
hand the mount has clearly been transferred from its original 
setting to another, since not all the rivet-holes are original. 
Buckle-plate. The bronze buckle-plate or clasp (redrawn from 
Hume, Fig. 41) is included here with some diffidence. Its general 
outline suggests a small and debased version of the well-known 
triangular buckles of Kentish and related cemeteries, late deriv- 
tives of which are not unknown. However, the decoration of the 
Meols object, so far as it can be interpreted from Hume's draw 
ing, very closely resembles that of an Irish strap-end, or mount, 
from Dunbell Raths, Co. Kilkenny. <22) Unfortunately, though 
useful as further evidence of Irish connections, this parallel 
does not afford a good criterion of date for the Meols object. 
Bell. In the Potter collection is a small six-sided pyramidal bell 
of bronze (Fig. 4m). Bells of this shape are not common, but a 
similar one was found at Keoldale (Sutherland) together with a 
small penannular (of a rather later type than our Fig. 2b) and 
with "ear-rings" of bronze and silver wire that are paralleled in 
the "Prankish" cemeteries of Southern England. (23) The Keol 
dale group is ascribed to the seventh or eighth century by Leth- 
bridge, though others might place it rather later; in either case 
the type appears to be distinctively Celtic.

IV NORSE-IRISH OBJECTS

A strong settlement of Scandinavians is clearly shown by 
the place-names of West Cheshire. The settlers came from the

1201 Cf. Mahr, Christian Art in Ancient Ireland (Dublin 1932), passim and 
especially pi. 34, 65-6; Petersen, "British Antiquities found in Norway" in 
Shetelig (ed.), Viking Antiquities, Part V (Oslo 1940).

1211 Cf. Lagore (footnote (3)), pi. XV (3).
< 22 > Stokes, Early Christian Art in Ireland (Dublin 1928), p. 92, fig. 48; cf. 

Shetelig, op. cit., Part II, p. 69.
1231 Lethbridge, Merlin's Island (London 1948), p. 87.
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West-Scandinavian colonies in Ireland, possibly by way of the 
Isle of Man and in some cases after abortive efforts to settle in 
North Wales. They brought with them new systems of farming, 
land-tenure, and administration, and a new language, which 
profoundly affected the culture of Wirral and of the city of 
Chester itself. The historical and linguistic aspects of the 
settlement have been very fully dealt with by more competent 
authors, and elsewhere I have described it in terms of the new 
schools of stone-carving which developed in the area, (24) , but 
the material culture of the settlement is particularly well- 
represented in the Hoylake finds.

These suggest that the settlement may have begun rather 
earlier than its first historical mention, which concerns one 
Ingimund who in 903-907 found many compatriots already 
settled in Wirral. They show the mixed culture of the immi 
grants, predominantly West Scandinavian with a strong Irish 
element and a little East Scandinavian or Danish admixture  
this confirming in all respects the deductions made from Wirral 
place-names. By their number they also give some indication 
of the relative importance of Meols to the settlement (for 
comparison, note that the city of Chester has so far afforded 
only one ring-headed pin). <25) The site was a natural centre for 
the Irish shipping so vital to the settlement; in nearby West 
Kirby the settlers probably founded the pre-Norman church, 
with an Irish dedication (St. Brigid), and they held their 
assemblies at Thingwall not far away.
Ring-headed pins. Long pins with a swivel-ring at the head are 
basically an Irish type, but one which gained wider distribution 
during the Viking period, as shown by grave-finds in Scotland 
and elsewhere. (26) Their relative rarity in Scandinavia itself 
suggests that this wider currency was gained during the later, 
or settlement, phase of Viking expansion; equally their in 
frequent occurrence in the non-Scandinavian parts of England 
shows that the fashion did not spread amongst the Anglo- 
Saxons.

Some of the bronze pins from Meols may, as already noted, 
antedate the Viking period; thus the milled ring of one such 
pin (redrawn, Fig. 5a) is of the "key-ring" type dated in Ireland 
to the seventh or eighth century. Similarly the two pins with 
punch-decorated, hammer-faceted heads (Fig. 5b-c) are prob 
ably contemporary with the similar ringless pins, which as noted

1241 Barnes, Trans. L. and C. Antiq. Soc., Vol. 63 (1953-3), p. 131; Wainwright, 
Eng. Hist. Review, Vol. 63, p. 161, and TRANSACTIONS, Vol. 94, p. 1; 
Bu'Lock, Trans. L. and C. Antiq. Soc., Vol. 68 (1958), p. 1.

1251 Grosvenor Museum; Liverpool Annals, Vol. 23, p. 37 and pi. XIX (8).
1261 Shetelig, op. cit, Parts II-IV, passim.
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Figure 5. RING-HEADED PINS 
All drawings are full size.

above (p. 9) are a pre-Viking type. One such pin was found at 
Ballinderry Crannog No. l. <27)

Other specimens are more difficult to date; thus our Fig. 
5e-f have faceted heads of a type found in both early and late 
contexts in Ireland. Another type uses the faceted head as a

1271 Hencken, op. cit., Vols. 54c (1952), p. Ill, and 43c (1936), p. 103.
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Plate 5. NORSE RING- 
HEADED PIN 

(See Fig. 51)
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Figure 6. MISCELLANEOUS OBJECTS
Book-clasp (a), Mount (b), Bone peg (c), Bronze strip (e), and Drinking- 
horn terminal (/), all full size. The Iron Spearhead (d) is one-third full size.
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field for decoration; the example from Meols (Fig. 5g) has a 
cross on one face and interlace on the other. Good Irish 
parallels, not later than the eleventh century, were found at 
Lagore (cf. (4) , p. 72 and fig. 15-605) and at Ballinderry No. 
1, (27) and similar pins are recorded from Viking burials at 
Simonswell in Ireland and Aikerness in Orkney. (28)

Other ring-headed pins from Meols are shown in Figs. 5h-k; 
these show various treatments of the pin-head and of the ring, 
and some may well be of post-Conquest date. The Potter 
collection also includes a number of detached rings from pins 
of this general type, and from the accounts of Smith and Hume 
it is clear that several more of these pins were found from time 
to time.

One pin in the Potter collection is of rather a different kind 
(Fig. 51); the ring is large, with four sets of notches, whilst the 
pin itself has a flat triangular head, with engraved hatching, and 
an expanded section halfway along its length. The latter feature 
is found on Irish pins of the seventh to ninth centuries (see 
Armstrong, footnote 12), but this pin is actually best paralleled 
by an East Scandinavian series, from the cemetery at Birka. 1291 . 
Mounts. The bronze plate shown in Fig. 6a is of the type often 
referred to as book-clasps, although their precise use is not 
certain. On the present example the square end is curved down 
wards, as if for a hinge, and the plate was affixed by three rivets. 
The trefoil head is a type of acanthus terminal which is seen on 
several objects of similar date, such as a bronze mount from 
Hammersmith, with Ringerike decoration, and a book-clasp 
from Cambridge with a ninth-century Anglian "great beast". (30) 
The style and subject of the Meols mount recall those of the 
eleventh century disc-brooch from Sutton, Isle of Ely, (31) 
particularly in the drawing of the snake-like creature within its 
frame; some features can also be paralleled in the well-known 
Viking tombstone from St Paul's churchyard, London. (32) 
This mount belongs to the tenth to eleventh century; another 
example of the trefoil-acanthus terminal is discussed below, p. 
24.

The openwork mount shown in Fig 6b is redrawn, with the 
minimum of "interpretation", from Hume; it appears to have

1281 Brit. Mus., 1854, 7-14, 145 (Simonswell); Nat. Mus. of Antiqs. of Scot- 
(Aikerness); also, for a plain specimen of the same type, dated to the tenth 
century, cf. Hamilton, Jarlshof (Edinburgh 1956), p. 152 and pi. 29 (4).

1291 Arbman, Birka I (Uppsala 1940), pi. 44; cf. Armstrong, op. cit., fig. 2 (5).
1301 Smith, B.M. Guide to A-S. Antiqs, p. 113 and fig. 114; Lethbridge, V.C.H. 

Cambridge, Vol. I (London 1938), p. 323, no. 10 and pi. Xllg.
1311 Bruce Mitford, op. cit., p. 193.
1321 Kendrick, Late Saxon and Viking Art (London 1949) p. 100 and pi. 67.
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been decorated with an interlaced animal in the Ringerike style, 
and similar mounts were found at Birka and Hedeby. <33) In 
some respects the treatment recalls that on a stud from Whitby, 
but is perhaps more closely related to that of a series of small 
carvings in jet and amber found at various sites in Norway. (34)

Plate 6. BRONZE PLATE 
(See Fig. 6a)

The bronze drinking-horn mount, Fig. 6f, is also redrawn 
from Hume. This type of mount, with a ball-shaped end, is 
found in Viking graves in Scandinavia and Scotland and one 
was found at London. (35) The grave-groups in which they 
occur are mostly of the ninth century, so that if the Meols 
example is of Scandinavian origin it indicates some Viking 
penetration rather before the early tenth century, the time 
indicated by the literary evidence. On the other hand a mount 
of this kind from an Irish crannog, Ballinderry No. 2, has been 
ascribed a non-Viking origin and an eight century date, al 
though the other evidence from this site would not actually 
preclude a date early in the ninth century. (36)

1331 Arbman, op. cit., pi. 98; Jankuhn, Haithabu (Neumunster 1937), fig. 121.
1341 Whitby (footnote (7) ), p. 53 no. 16 and fig. 10 (21); cf. Kendrick, Late 

Saxon and Viking Art (London 1949), pi. 69; Shetelig, Classical Impulses in 
Scandinavian Art (Oslo 1949), p. 121, figs. 151-2.

1351 Shetelig, Viking Antiquities, Part II, p. 72f, Part V, p. 11 and pp. 169-172, 
fig. 136; also Petersen, Vikingertidens Redskaper (Oslo 1951) p. 396; Oswald, 
Antiq. Journal, Vol. 28 (1948), p. 179 and pi. 27b.

1361 Hencken, op. cit., Vol. 47c (1942), p. 45; cf. O'Riordain, ibid., Vol. 52c 
(1949), p. 64.
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V OBJECTS OF UNCERTAIN DATE

A number of pre-Norman objects from Meols which cannot 
be ascribed with certainty to any particular phase of the 
settlement are dealt with here.

One of the few bone objects from Meols is the peg, redrawn 
as Fig. 6c, which is squared at one end and transversely per 
forated at the other. The purpose of such pegs is not known, 
but several similar objects, the so-called "harp-pegs", were 
found at the Strokestown crannog, (37) and these may in turn 
be related to certain bronze objects of generally similar shape 
which have been found in Ireland (British Museum 68-79.47/48). 
A bone peg like the one from Meols was found at Whitby (cf. (7) 
p. 71, nos. 110-112). It is possible that these pegs were used to 
carry the warp-threads in tablet-weaving. Hume also illustrates 
(his pi. 32,7) a bone handle with the dot-and-circle decoration 
characteristic of many pre-Conquest objects.

Iron objects in the Potter collection include a lance-head or 
angon with partly open socket, a long stem of square cross- 
section, and a leaf-shaped blade (Fig. 6d). This is a pre-Norman 
type which might be paralleled in the later Anglo-Saxon 
cemeteries, or could be of somewhat later date. (38)

A hemispherical silver stud engraved with a triangle is 
illustrated by Hume (his pi. 13.8) and can be paralleled at 
Lagore (cf. (3) , p. 83 and fig. 21, no. 968) but not closely dated; 
similarly a narrow bronze plate with a step-pattern (Fig. 6e) is 
likely to be of Irish origin but cannot be ascribed to any very 
definite period.

VI THE ZOOMORPHIC BUCKLES FROM MEOLS

An account of certain buckle-loops from Meols has been 
deferred to this point since neither their date nor their affinities 
are apparent without a discussion more detailed than has been 
given to the other objects. The buckles in question are of two 
types, shown respectively in Fig. 7a-d, here designated type I, 
with animal heads biting the bar of the loop, and Fig. 7e-i, our 
type II, with animal heads confronted at the apex of the loop. 
With each type are associated other buckles which are clearly 
related but which lack the specifically zoomorphic features.

The best-known zoomorphic buckles are of late Roman 
date, found primarily in the Rhineland but also quite common

is?) \YJi(je> Descriptive Catalogue of. . . Museum of the Royal Irish Academy 
(Dublin 1857) fig. 217 (2).

1381 Wheeler, London and the Saxons (London 1935), p. 174 and fig. 41.
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Figure 7. ZOOMORPHIC BUCKLES
All drawings are full size.

in late fourth and fifth century contexts in South-East Britain; 
good accounts of these are generally available. (39) There are 
examples similar to our types I and II, (40) but in no case are 
the similarities enough to indicate more than an ancestral 
relationship to the Meols objects, a relationship discussed more 
fully later. Most of the late Roman buckles of type I have wide, 
sub-rectangular loops, but many of type II, and a few of type I 
(e.g. the one from Dorchester, Oxon., with a chip-carved buckle-

1391 Behrens, Schumacher Festschrift (Mainz 1930), p. 285; Hildyard, Yorks. 
Arch. Journal, Vol. 39 (1957), p. 243.

1401 Both types at Dorchester, Oxon.; cf. Baldwin-Brown, The Arts in Anglo- 
Saxon England (London 1903-37), Vol. IV, pi. 152 (10, 11).
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Plate 7. ZOOMORPHIC BUCKLES,
TYPE I 

(See Fig. 7a, c and d)

plate <40)) are relatively narrower, and more nearly circular in 
outline.

Closer, but rather less familiar, parallels to the Meols type I 
buckles belong to the ninth century and later. One of the 
earliest is that found with an isolated burial at Royston, <41) 
which is decorated with a foliate scroll in typical ninth-century 
manner; in other respects the treatment of the animal heads 
and its general form it is very similar to our plain bronze 
example, Fig. la. A bone example of the same type was found 
at Whitby (c/. (7) , p. 72, no. 119, fig. 18.2) and probably 
antedates the destruction of 867; on the other hand another 
close parallel to Fig. 7a was found at Winchester with eleventh- 
century pottery (the buckle-plate of this example (42) is of the 
same long rectangular pattern, with engraved decoration, as 
Hume's pi. VII, no. 16, noted on p. 5). We thus arrive at dates 
ranging from the ninth to the eleventh century for this type;

1111 Lethbridge, V.C.H. Combs., Vol. I, p. 323 no. 8 and pi. 12d.
1421 Dunning, Proc. Hants Field Club and Arch. Soc., Vol. 19 (1955), p. 10.
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similar buckles, lacking associations, are known from Dorset, 
Suffolk, and Orkney. <43)

The bronze buckle redrawn as Fig. 7b was of the same general 
type, but elaborated with scrolls of some kind (enamel?) and 
with the added feature of a knob at the apex; this knob is 
strikingly similar to the acanthus trefoil that appears, as we 
have seen, on the Ringerike "book-clasp" from Meols (Fig. 
6a) and on other objects of the ninth to eleventh centuries. 
This feature persisted in a debased form at least as late as the 
thirteenth century, as it appears on a non-zoomorphic buckle 
from a dated site in Sussex ; (44) on some zoomorphic buckles 
the knob is replaced by a third animal-head, as on one from 
Old Sarum (Ashmolean Museum 1927-6372) and another 
from Beckhampton 1451 (also cf. our Fig. 7g). The Old Sarum 
buckle is usually ascribed to the twelfth century because of its 
find-spot; on the other hand pre-Conquest objects from this 
site are known, (46) and moreover the heads on the Old Sarum 
buckle are very similar to those on certain Scandinavian 
brooches of pre-Norman date. The head at the apex of the 
loop is also seen on a rather crude Viking buckle from London 
(British Museum 56, 7-1, 1473).

The remaining type I bronze buckles from Meols are dis 
tinguished primarily by their very small size (Fig. 7c-d). The 
treatment of the animal heads varies from moderately detailed 
to rudimentary, and there are others in the Potter collection 
on which the heads do not appear at all. Mr. Dunning has 
very kindly pointed out to me that a similarly small zoomorphic 
buckle from Lindisfarne must antedate the raid of 875, and 
a similar buckle with little or no zoomorphic character was 
found at Whitby (r/< 7 >, p. 60, no. 58 and fig. 12-16) whilst 
a very small non-zoomorphic buckle of silver was found in the 
Trewhiddle hoard, c. 875. H5) However, later survival is attested 
by various objects, in particular a bronze strap-distributor in 
the British Museum (1954, 12-8, 1) probably of twelfth century 
date, to which are affixed several similar small buckle-loops 
with rudimentary animal heads.

Comparative material for the type II buckles is less easy to 
find. As already pointed out, the early type II buckles often 
have rather narrow loops, thus differing from most of the con 
temporary type I buckles and resembling the later examples

us) pjtt-Rivers Mus., Farnham (communication from Mr. Dunning) Dorset; 
Brit. Mus. 1912, 5, 28, 38 (Icklingham, Suffolk); Nat. Mus. of Antiq. of Scot., 
FC-157 (Orkney).

<"> Musson, Antiq. Journal, Vol. 34 (1954), p. 234 and pi. 27a.
'"> Wilts. Arch. Mag., Vol. 38 (1913), p. Ill and fig. 1.
(46) Cf. Montgomerie, Archaeological Journal, Vol. 104 (1947), p. 136.
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of both types. The Late Roman and Early Saxon type II buckles 
frequently have projections above the confronted animals, 
usually taking the form of averted horse-heads, the confronted 
animals being dolphin-like. (47) However, on a crude example, 
found at Catterick with a chip-carved type I buckle and coins 
of c. 400, (39) there are no such projections, whilst on a later 
example from the Anglian cemetery at Broadway Hill (Worcs.), 
found with typical saucer brooches etc., the projections form 
crests on the confronted animals. (48)

On at least eight type II bronze buckles from Meols the 
projections are large but relatively featureless, and might be 
regarded either as the ears of the confronted animals or as 
shapeless versions of the horse-heads (Fig. 7e, f, h). The size and 
workmanship of these buckles seems to relate them to the later 
series of type 1 buckles, but in the absence of well-dated 
parallels this cannot be regarded as established. They are 
associated with simply-engraved rectangular buckle-plates (cf. 
p. 6). Another bronze buckle from Meols (Fig. 7g) is formally 
of type II but has a third head at the apex of the loop, com 
parable to the type 1 buckles with this feature; another (Fig. 7i) 
is not strictly zoomorphic at all, having trumpet-shapes instead 
of animals, but seems to be of the same general character.

It would therefore appear that such of these later zoo 
morphic buckles as can be dated at all belong to the Late 
Saxon and Early Norman periods, ninth to twelfth century, 
and there is little in their history to bridge the gap between these 
and their Late Roman precursors. Their geographical dis 
tribution is not helpful since it extends rather thinly from 
Southern England to Orkney. The reintroduction of the 
zoomorphic type can be ascribed neither to the Scandinavians 
nor to Carolingian influence, for during the relevant period it 
does not appear in Scandinavia or in the Rhineland, 1491 , 
whilst some Lombardic examples' 501 can scarcely be relevant. 
Any evidence for continuity of tradition is therefore to be sought 
in the British Isles.

In the Taplow burial, which is probably later than any of the 
type I buckles from Saxon cemeteries, were two clasps, clearly 
skeuomorphs of the common triangular ("Prankish") buckles, 
and at the base of the loops of these are beaked animal heads, 
executed not in the round but in outline' 51 '. Again on the 
Moylough belt-shrine there is an imitation buckle with the

1471 Hawkes, Antiq. Journal, Vol. 17 (1927), p. 447.
(48 > Cook, ibid., Vol. 38 (1958), p. 58.
I49) Professor Werner has been kind enough to confirm this opinion.
1501 von Falke, Sammlung Marc Rosenberg (Berlin 1929) no. 126.
1511 Brit. Mus.; cf. Smith, Anglo-Saxon Guide (London 1923) pi. V.
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same motif, similarly executed, and with these beaked heads 
on an Irish object we are drawn towards further parallels, for 
as pointed out by Hencken' 211 their occurrence on the Moy- 
lough belt links it with a series of Irish penannular pins, 
probably of the seventh to eighth century. The detailed history 
of the application of the animal-head motif to penannular rings 
is well-known for its complexity and is only relevant here as a 
general reminder of continuity extending well into the Viking 
period, but the particular example of the elaborate penannulars 
from the St. Ninian's (Shetland) hoard, made in the late 
eighth century, is especially apposite. 1521 On these the animal- 
head terminals once more appear executed in the round, and 
with some similarity to the better renderings on type I buckles 
of the later series. As a direct link between the Moylough belt 
and the later buckles we may also instance an Irish type I 
buckle with inset panels of interlace in late eighth century style 
(British Museum 53, 11-17, 13).

If the required evidence for continuity is to be sought in the 
Celtic West it is to be looked for in the penannular pins and 
brooches as well as in buckles, which were comparatively rare 
objects there. Thus the contemporary equivalents of our small 
type I buckles would be such small zoomorphic penannular 
pins as a pair from Glenluce in the National Museum of 
Antiquities of Scotland, and those Norse-Irish pins, of the same 
general type as our Fig. 5g, which have tiny zoomorphic rings 
of a related pattern. (53)

VH CONCLUSIONS

By far the most striking feature of the assembled material 
from Meols is the continuity of settlement it evinces, from the 
Neolithic period onwards, so that the limits which have been 
set to the present account, from the end of the Roman period 
to the Norman Conquest, are somewhat artificial. The sub- 
Romano-British material from the site represents merely the 
continuation of a settlement which the coins show to have 
persisted throughout the Roman period; similarly the first 
Saxon material (by far the earliest of its kind so far discovered 
in the area) is such as to suggest, not a wholesale change in the 
settlement, but rather an early penetration, to an especially 
favoured site, of traders and settlers who slowly came to 
dominate the population. Even the Norse-Irish immigration, 
the sharpest change in the cultural sequence, did not introduce

'"' Antiquity, Vol. 33 (1959), pi. 32.
1531 Cf. the "stud" from Barrington: Lethbridge, V.C.H. Camb., Vol. I, p. I2f.
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an entirely new element at one blow. There are strong sug 
gestions of Irish, and even Norse-Irish, contacts before the 
main settlement in the early tenth century, and conversely of a 
non-Scandinavian element persisting after that date. Finally 
there is good evidence that the Norman conquest had little 
detectable effect on the employments and tastes of the 
inhabitants.

Because of this continuity we are justified in using, albeit 
with caution, data for the post-Conquest period to amplify the 
deductions we have already drawn. For example the various 
written references, to Meols, to the Hoyle Lake, and to the 
"port of Chester" generally, most of which are transcribed by 
Hume, form a satisfactory explanation for the importance of 
the settlement, and hence for its continuous occupation and 
somewhat cosmopolitan nature. Equally a general view of the 
post-Conquest finds (relatively more numerous until the 
fourteenth century) confirms the impression given by the pre- 
Conquest objects described here, of a small community, not 
excessively rich but by no means poor, maritime and not 
geographically isolated, in particularly close contact with 
Ireland, but otherwise relatively unspecialised. The assembly 
is less rich than that from a royal site (Lagore), less one 
sided than that from a monastic site (Whitby); in a much 
humbler way the material resembles that from such maritime 
emporia as Hedeby, Domburg, or Birka.

For many of the general data concerning the site the reader 
is referred to the accounts of Hume and of Smith, but one 
particular point should be noted here. Whereas the Roman 
and earlier objects were found mainly near to, or to the east of, 
Dove Point, the later Saxon and mediaeval objects were more 
abundant at increasing distances to the west, as though during 
the course of time a shifting coastline had compelled the 
settlement itself to shift, towards the present site of Hoylake. 
Now immediately inshore from the area where the later finds 
were made the land is still covered by extensive sand-dunes, 
some of which are reported to lie over a land surface showing 
signs of former tillage and occupation. These circumstances 
suggest that some areas of the post-Roman settlement might 
still be intact, and at some future date may become accessible 
for excavation. Should this be so, then our knowledge of the 
settlement might be materially enhanced, both by the scientific 
recovery of some structural remains and by the establishment of 
a chronological framework based upon stratigraphy rather 
than, as in the present account, upon typological considerations 
alone.
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