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NORTH WIRRAL COAST IN MERSEYSIDE

Robert A. Philpott

The purpose of this note is to place on record three unusual 
finds of Byzantine coins from north Wirral which have been 
notified to Liverpool Museum in the last few years, and to 
evaluate their significance.

DESCRIPTIONS

1.Justinian I (A.D. 527 65), bronze decanummium. Carthage
mint, regnal year 14 (A.D. 540-1).
Obverse is worn and pitted, and possibly overstruck.'
Weight 4.96g. Diameter (oval flan) 17-18.5mm. Die axis 280°.
References: MIB(I) 199; DO 297-8.

2. Justin I (A.D. 518-27), bronze follis. Probably
Constantinople mint.
Considerable wear to both sides. Mintmark in exergue very
worn but possibly CON.
Weight 15.81g. Diameter 28mm. Die axis 170° (approx.).
References: MIB(I) 11; DO 8e.

3. Maurice Tiberius (A.D. 582-602), bronze follis. 
Constantinople mint, regnal year 19 (A.D. 600 1).

1 This piece is referred to in G. C. Boon, 'Byzantine and other exotic 
ancient bronze coins from Exeter', in N. Holbrook and P. T. Bidwell, 
Roman finds from Exeter, Exeter Archaeological Reports, IV (Exeter, 
1991), pp. 41,43.
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Unevenly struck and worn; dark greenish-brown patina. The 
lower parts of the design on the obverse (especially around the 
orb and left of the portrait) have an irregular series of old 
scratch marks of which a few extend across the higher relief 
parts of the design.
Weight 11.13g. Diameter 28mm. Die axis 210°. References: 
MIB(II) 67D-'; DO 26-43.

DISCUSSION

The first of these coins, a small bronze of Justinian I, was 
reported in 1987 by a resident of Borrowdale Road, Moreton 
(National Grid Reference SJ 259896), who was prompted to 
contact the author as a result of the interest aroused in an 
archaeological excavation under way near by in Hoylake 
Road, Moreton. The coin was found in the construction 
trench at the rear of a house between two and three feet deep 
'in clay'. The coin is now in Liverpool Museum.

The other two coins, boihfolles, were found within a two- 
week period in July 1991 by Mr Gary Rayson with a metal 
detector on land close to the river Birket at Leasowe. Both 
coins were about 0.25m. below the surface and were less than 
30m. apart. They were reported to Liverpool Museum by the 
landowner, Mr Frank Biddle, who retains the coins. The close 
proximity of the find spot to the river which has been 
straightened and deepened at this point makes it possible 
that the coins were derived ultimately from material extracted 
from the river bed.

George Boon has discussed the criteria for acceptance of a 
Byzantine coin as a genuine ancient loss. 2 First, clear evidence 
of provenance is essential. This should be combined with 
independent confirmation that the site was occupied at or 
shortly after the date of the coin, or at least that the coin is 
consistent with the chronological pattern of similar finds in 
the region and does not conflict with known historical fact.

2 G. C. Boon, 'A note on the Byzantine M coins said to have been found 
at Caerwent', Bulletin of the Board of Celtic Studies, XVII (4) (1958), 
pp. 316-19.
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These three specimens from north Wirral are particularly 
interesting in this respect. The find spot of the two folks is 
close to an area of coastline which has produced several 
thousand metal finds over the last century and a half, 
indicating the continued occupation and use of the area as a 
port from the early Roman period, if not before, to the 
fourteenth century. 3 The finds have included post-Roman 
metalwork, including several penannular brooches dating to 
before the seventh century, two buckle plates with decoration 
modelled on late Roman types, and zoomorphic buckles of 
similar or later date. 4 The same coastal area has also 
produced a flask from the shrine of St Menas near 
Alexandria, which was destroyed in the seventh century. 5 The 
Moreton coin of Justinian I was found less than a mile to the 
south of the other two coins.

There is also place-name evidence for early post-Roman 
settlement on the north-east corner of the Wirral peninsula at 
both Wallasey and Liscard. 6 Wallasey is derived from Old 
English wala-eg, 'Britons' or Welshmen's island', a name given 
by English settlers to an existing community of British 
speakers, 7 and provides evidence of a British enclave surviving 
until at least Anglo-Saxon times. Wallasey church is dedicated 
to St Hilary, which is often an early dedication. The 
neighbouring township, Liscard, also has a British place- 
name, from Welsh llys 'court or manor house', with carreg 
'rock'." The two strands of evidence, archaeological finds and 
place-names, point to at least two communities on the north 
Wirral coast in the early post-Roman period.

The evidence for contact between the Mediterranean and 
western Britain and Ireland via sea routes around the Iberian

3 A. Hume, Ancient Meals (London, 1863); W. T. Watkin, Roman 
Cheshire (Liverpool, 1886), pp. 274-85; V.C.H. Cheshire, I, 
pp. 193-5.

4 V.C.H. Cheshire, I, pp. 240-1.
5 'Pilgrim's flask from Meols', J.C.A.S. XLIII (1956), pp. 48-9.
6 J. D. Bu'Lock, 'The Celtic, Saxon and Scandinavian settlement at 

Meols in Wirral', T.H.S.L.C. CXII (1960), p. 5.
7 J. McN. Dodgson, The place-names of Cheshire, IV (Cambridge, 1972), 

pp. 323-4.
8 Dodgson, Place-names of Cheshire, IV, p. 325.
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peninsula has been discussed extensively since the 1940s.' 1 
From the mid-fifth to the late sixth century the importation of 
Class A and B ware vessels (late classical red-slipped table 
wares and various Mediterranean amphorae) is indicated by 
finds at widely distributed sites in the south-west of Britain, 
north-west Wales, southern Scotland, and a cluster on the 
eastern coast of Ireland opposite Anglesey. The north-west of 
England appears blank, but this should occasion no surprise 
in view of the difficulty in locating sites of this date and the 
consequent lack of excavation. A possible candidate for 
inclusion in the finds distribution is a single sixth- or seventh- 
century Byzantine coin recorded from Danesheadbank, 
Denton (Lanes.), but its status is uncertain. 10 However, there 
are hints of early post-Roman material which do fulfil Boon's 
conditions from two sites in the north-west. The first is an 
Ostrogothic coin and two Byzantine coins recovered from the 
site of the Roman fort at Manchester.'' The second, at Meols 
on the north Wirral coast, is one of the best contenders for an 
early post-Roman site in the north-west. Here, the St Menas 
flask, metal finds, and now two Byzantine coins have been 
recovered at widely separated intervals. Post-Roman imported 
wares are absent from the relatively small pottery assemblage 
recovered from the shore at Meols in the nineteenth century 
but the collection was assembled according to uncertain 
criteria and the absence of early post-Roman wares is by no 
means conclusive. 12

At face value, the Byzantine coins discussed here are a 
welcome addition to the corpus of post-Roman material

9 Most recently by R. Hodges, Dark Age economics: the origin of towns and 
trade, A.D. 600-1000 (London, 1982), p. 33; M. Fulford, 'Byzantium 
and Britain: a Mediterranean perspective on post-Roman 
Mediterranean imports in western Britain and Ireland', Medieval 
Archaeology, XXXIII (1989), pp. 1-6; C. Thomas, '"Gallici nautae de 
Galliarum provinciis": a sixth/seventh-century trade with Gaul 
reconsidered', Medieval Archaeology, XXXIV (1990), pp. 1-26.

10 M. Nevell, Tameside before 1066 (Manchester, 1992), pp. 76-7, 98.
11 Nevell, Tameside, p. 76.
12 D. Griffiths, 'The coastal trading ports of the Irish Sea', in Viking 

treasure from the north west: the Cuerdale. hoard in its context, ed. J. Graham- 
Campbell (Liverpool, 1992), pp. 63-72.
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associated with Meols. However, one aspect urges caution as 
evidence of post-Roman contact between the eastern 
Mediterranean world and north-western England. Both sides 
of the Maurice Tiberius piece display a pattern of small 
irregular scratches in the background portions of the design 
which do not extend consistently to the zones in high relief, 
suggesting that a sharp point has been used to remove soil 
from the surface in order to show up the design. As the marks 
have not been inflicted recently, it suggests that the coin had 
been found at some time in the past and subsequently lost. 
The same scratchmarks are not evident on the Justinyo//z.v but 
the suspicion surrounding the Maurice Tiberius piece 
inevitably casts doubt on its near neighbour.

At present, the status of the three Byzantine coins from 
north Wirral must remain ambiguous. The presence of two 
Byzantine coins of similar module, origin, and date less than 
30m. apart is unlikely to be coincidence. If the Maurice 
Tiberius coin is a modern loss, then this should carry the 
other piece with it. However, circumstantial evidence for 
seventh-century and earlier finds in the area, including 
another Byzantine coin under a mile away and not directly 
related to these two finds, makes it at least a possibility that 
the coins are ancient losses. It is perhaps significant that they 
lie close to the stretch of coast which has produced one of the 
largest groups of artefactual evidence for fifth- and sixth- 
century activity in the north-west of England. If so, the 
gradual accumulation of evidence of finds from the eastern 
Mediterranean in the Meols area adds weight to Alan 
Thacker's comment regarding the apparently cosmopolitan 
nature of the site in the post-Roman period. l:i

It is hoped that further reporting of coin finds from the area 
may help to shed light not only on these finds but also on the 
question of the pattern of trading connections in the post- 
Roman period of the enigmatic site at Meols. The question 
can only be resolved by the discovery of post-Roman artefacts 
in stratified archaeological deposits, though the severe erosion 
which the site has witnessed in the past two centuries may 
make this a vain hope.

V.C.H. Cheshire, I, pp. 240-1.
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