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THE. present paper is not so much an exhaustive investigation 
of the subject upon which it is founded, as the suggestion of 
a line of criticism which, whatever may be its final result, is 
almost forced upon the future investigators of the early 
history of the English language and its literature ; and, as 
a question of literature, it is one which is specially connected 
with the county of Lancashire, In fact, it involves an 
honourable rivalry between the counties of Lancashire and 
Lincolnshire as to which of the two has the better claim to 
have produced the earliest known composition in that division 
of the English dialects to which the present literary, classical, 
or standard English belongs. It is admitted, and indeed 
well understood, that it is not from the Anglo-Saxon or West 
Saxon of the times before the Norman Conquest that this 
form of speech is lineally and directly derived; whilst no 
one holds that it belongs to the Northumbrian, or the dialect 
for the parts between the Humber and the Forth. This 
means that it is to a group of dialects and sub-dialects, which 
some call Mercian and others Midland, that the form of 
speech which culminates in the great English literature of 
the present time must be referred. But, as Mercia is a large



92

district, it must not be supposed that either Lancashire or 
Lincolnshire is exactly the land in which we must look for 
the germ of the literary English. We must use the name in 
a wider sense; and when we state that such or such a work 
is the first specimen of the English of our present literature, 
 we must mean that it is the first literary composition which 
is neither West Saxon nor Northumbrian.

Now the first work of this kind is universally admitted to 
be the one which is known under tbe title of Ormulum, or 
The Ormulum ; and a very remarkable one it is. It has 
been made accessible to students by an edition published in 
1831, by Mr. White of Oxford, from a unique manuscript in 
the Bodleian. It has been safely inferred that Orm, or Ormin, 
was the author, and the date of the authorship has been 
carried up to the latter half of the twelfth century. The 
little beyond this which is current concerning either the work 
or the author is far from being adequately authenticated. It is 
sometimes stated that he was in Holy Orders, a point which, 
from the view taken by the present writer, is a very important 
one, and one which, he is sorry to say, is a very inconvenient 
one.

More important is the fact that Orm had a brother named 
Walter; and as this is found in the opening lines of the 
Ormulum itself, which is dedicated to this same brother by 
name, it is a fact for which the evidence is of the very best 
kind.

Moreover, to a deed in the library of Durham Cathedral, 
the names of Orm and Walter are subscribed. Garnett 
thought that this subscription was later than the deed itself. 
Still it is evidence to a connection of some kind between a 
Walter and an Orm.

That Orm is pre-eminently a Norse or Scandinavian name 
is beyond doubt; and when we add that the work is charac-



terised by an inordinate amount of Danicisms, the inference 
that it must be assigned to one of the pre-eminently Danish 
districts of England presents itself spontaneously. But the 
Danish districts of England are not only of wide extent, but 
are, in some cases, divided from each other by something like 
the whole breadth of the island. At any rate the difference 
between Lancashire and Lincolnshire is the difference between 
the West of England and the East.

More than this, the name Orm, either as the separate proper 
name of an individual, or as an element of a compound in 
local topography, is common to the two counties. In Lanca 
shire we have Ormskirk and Ormerod, in Lincolnshire two 
Ormslys. There is no doubt, however, as to one fact, viz., 
that at the present time the current opinion is decidedly in 
favour of Lincolnshire.

In this paper I hope to unsettle this opinion, or at least to 
indicate a reason for reconsidering it. There is a great deal 
more to be done before the question can be settled, and, for 
many reasons, it is clear that Lancashire is the county to 
which the investigation most especially belongs, At any rate 
it is that in which the investigation is the most practicable.

The authority for the facts on which this doctrine rests is 
the late Dr. Ormerod, the historian of Cheshire, than whom 
no more accurate or conscientious antiquarian ever lived, and 
they are to be found in the " Parentalia," in the genealogical 
table between pp. 72 and 73. It begins with  
Dunning, living at, or shortly after, the Conquest. Fitz-Dunning, &c.

Then with Henry Fits Siward comes the name of Albert 
de Gredle, about A.D. 1130. With this come the associated 
names of Orm and Walter.

Orm Fitz-Ayhvard, supposed to have possessed Ormskirk from Ormui 
and his wife Aliz, sister of Herveius Walter, &o. He marries Emma, 
daughter of Albert de Gredle, (and) had a knight's fee in Daltoa Parhold 
and Estone (afterwards Ormstori) in Flixton, in marriage, &c.
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Sir Robert Fitz-Henry, founder of Burscough Priory 1189 1199, 
grantor thereto of the churches of Ormskirk and Flixton above men 
tioned, and grantee of lands from Albert de Gredle.
   wife of Robert Fitz-Henry, married before 1199, and seemingly 

daughter of Orme and Emma, &c.

So stand those portions of the genealogical table which it 
has been necessary to quote. But they must be compared 
with the text of the " Testa de Neville," which runs thus 

Theobaldus Walter tenet &«.' et inde Herveus pat' Herveii Walter 
dedit Ornefr' (Ormo) Magri cum filia sua in maritagio iiij caruc1 
terre, &c. p. 403.

It cannot be denied that in this extract there is a difficulty 
of no slight magnitude. Let it be granted that Orne stands 
for Orm, and fr. for frater. They ought of course to he 
separated; but we must take the combination as it stands. 
This, however, is not the stumbling block. The stumbling 
block is the application of the word frater. Of whom was 
Orm the brother'? Manifestly not of Herveius Walter; 
because, if he were, he would marry his own sister. I submit 
that the construction is Orm fratri Magni = to Orm the 
brother of Magnus, or, perhaps, Magnus son. But, be 
this as it may, Orm is the brother-in-law of Walter.

Now it has been already stated that the Orm of the 
Ormulum dedicates his book to a brother named Walter. 
This we find in the Ormulum itself; and except that Orm 
had a brother named Walter, and that Orm wrote the 
Ormulum, this is about all we know of him ; and of Walter, 
all we know is that he was a brother of an Orm.

This being the case, any notice that connects the names of 
Orm and Walter is a notable addition to our knowledge; not 
that it is much in itself, but because our want of information 
of any kind invests even small details with importance. Now 
an Orm and a Walter in company are not to be found in 
Lincolnshire, and are to be found in Lancashire; of course
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under the necessary conditions of time. Of course, too, they 
ought to be brothers. I am sorry to say that they are only 
brothers-z'«-/aM>. But that they are this in the parts about 
0rv«skirk, and in the latter half of the twelfth century is 
indubitable.

These, however, are minor points; and so far as they are 
objections at all, are objections of a subordinate character. 
Of more importance is the special question suggested by the 
internal evidence supplied by the language itself. Is the 
dialect of the Ormulum that of the parts between the Ouse 
and the Humber, or that of the parts between the Mersey and 
the Eibble ? Is it Lincolnian or Lancastrian ? The answer 
to this lies in the relation of the language of the Ormulum to 
the known specimens of the dialects which follow it. But 
this is not so simple a question as it appears to be in the first 
instance. If in Lincolnshire, on the one side, and in Lan 
cashire, on the other, there were a continuous literature from 
the time of Orm to the present, all would be simple and 
straightforward; the succession would be continuous, and the 
pedigree self-supporting. But neither here nor in other 
questions connected with the history of our English dialects 
is this the case. In those of Lincolnshire and Lancashire, 
 in those of any two counties that may be named, in the 
history of the English language in general, there is no such 
a phenomenon as a continuity of this kind; any more than a 
similar continuity can bo got for any family history, when it 
transcends a certain date. There is never, when the chain is 
of any notable length, an unbroken chain. So it is with the 
forms of speech for Lincolnshire and Lancashire, and so it is 
all the world over. There is no written literature that, in the 
thirteenth century, immediately succeeds " Havelolc the Dane " 
and " Robert of Bourne," in Lincolnshire; and, for the nine 
teenth century, no native, vernacular, or provincial literature
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that immediately precedes Tennyson, when he writes as a 
Lincolnshire provincial. That the character of the dialect 
is continuous no one doubts; but the evidence of this con 
tinuity, or at least the documentary evidence of it, is deficient. 
In other words it presents itself at intervals only, and between 
these intervals there are gaps hiatus maxime deflendi.

It is then with the two subsequent histories of the dialects 
of Lincolnshire and of Lancashire that the language of the 
Ormulum has to be compared, and as the history of neither 
of the two counties has been continuous, we must take each 
as it presents itself. Now the existing Lincolnshire forms of 
speech, considered as dialects, are of so negative a character 
as to be of little value in enquiries of this kind. They are, 
one and all, but little more different from the ordinary English 
of our island in general than are the dialects (if so they may 
be called) of Hertfordshire, Bedfordshire, and Huntingdon 
shire, where the provincial element is at its minimum. In 
Lancashire it is just the contrary ; for it is probable that in 
some of the Lancashire dialects the difference between the 
literary and the provincial English may be at its maximum. 
With the two dialects in their earlier stages the case is 
different.

There are two works of unknown authorship, and two 
that can be assigned to their author, that most especially 
illustrate the language immediately succeeding Orm in its 
dialect, or in dialects other than West Saxon. This is the 
circumlocution by which it is safe to designate them, and, 
perhaps, it is the only one. That they may be called, without 
contradiction, Mercian or Midland, is true; but whether they 
are East Mercian or West Mercian is just the point that is 
doubtful. Such, then, is the meaning of the words " other 
" than West Saxon."

These two earlier of the works of unknown authorship are
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entitled " Genesis and Exodus" and " The Bestiary ;" the 
first a composition of considerable length, the other a short 
one. Dr. Morris assigns both to 1240 (there or thereabouts) 
and thinks that they may both be the works of the same 
writer. Next to the close connection, in the way of dialect, 
that these two compositions bear to one another, is a similar 
connection with the Ormulum; a connection which gives a 
group of three works in closely allied dialects and within a 
century of each other.

Then which Morris assigns to (circiter) 1280 presents 
itself the important poem of " Havelok the Dane;" like the 
two earlier works, of unknown authorship; but which is 
reasonably assigned to Lincolnshire.

The fourth and fifth works are the " Handlung Sinne," 
and the " Chronicle, dc." of Robert Manning, or Robert of 
Bourne. This is the basis of our criticism. We know who 
Robert of Bourne was. We know where Bourne is ; and we 
know that in the same class with the " Handlung Sinne," or 
" Manual of Sins," the poem of " Havelok the Dane " has 
been placed, and that reasonably. Robert of Bourne, then, 
is the foundation of our induction.

Of works undoubtedly in the West Mercian dialect none is 
earlier in date than the latest of the preceding. These in the 
main are alliterative, with or without occasional rhymes. The 
Eomance, however, of "Sir Gawayne and The Green Knight" 
assigned to A.D. 1220 1330, must have been concurrent 
with the latter part of the lifetime of Robert of Bourne. 
Subsequent to this period the mass of the West Mercian 
increases. To which of the two divisions must the Ormulum, 
as tested by its dialect, be assigned ? From the point of view 
suggested by the present paper it belongs exactly to neither. 
But this is no reason why the importance of the question 
should not be indicated. 

G
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(1). It is clear that if the " Genesis and Exodus" and the 
" Bestiary" are in the same category with the Ormulum, the 
personality of the author of the last-named work involves 
more than a single issue.

(2). It is clear, also, that if the dialect, or suh-dialect, of 
the two later works is to be measured by its likeness to that 
of the Ormulum, it matters a great deal whether Orm came 
from Lincolnshire or from Lancashire. Dr. Morris assigns 
the Ormulum to Lincolnshire; and I know of no one who 
has claimed it for any other county. He also considers that 
the greater the number of Danicisms the more northern the 
locality ; and this is reasonable. Hence, he suggests, that as 
the Danicisms in the " Genesis and Exodus " and "Bestiary" 
are fewer than those of the Ormulum, the difference may be 
assigned to the dialect of the first two poems being that of 
some more southern county ; e.g. that, if the Ormulum is to 
be referred to Lincolnshire, the other two may be referred to 
Suffolk. I don't know, with the previous premiss, how he 
could well have argued otherwise.

Of course, had he taken the opposite view, and placed Orm 
in Lancashire, the author of " Genesis and Exodus" and of 
the "Bestiary" might have been referred to Cheshire or 
Shropshire. This gives a difference amounting to the whole 
breadth of England.

This, however, has been written simply with the view of 
indicating the bearings of the question, and to invest it with 
its due amount of generality. In the opinion of the present 
writer it is not so safe to connect the language of the Ormulum 
with any specific dialect as to treat as a form of speech per se. 
But before I give my reasons on this point, a few remarks 
must be made on the date of the work. There is no great 
difference of opinion upon this point. The Ormulum is 
always placed in the same class with the " Brut" of Layamon,
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and the " Ancren Biwle," and considered as semi-Saxon 
rather than Old English. These give the literature of about 
three reigns those of Henry II, Richard I, and John. The 
year A.D. 1200, perhaps, halves the epoch.

There is no doubt that Orm, the brother-in-law of Walter, 
if held to be the author of the Ormulum, would be some 
what earlier than we are inclined to make him. Whatever 
others may do, the present writer assumes that the date of his 
work must be later than the Conquest of Ireland. Those, 
too, who hold that Orm the writer was in Holy Orders, will 
object that the Orm of the Parentulia is a married man. Still 
it is Orm the married man, and no other, that the text gives 
us -eo nomine,

I cannot, however, help thinking, that with Orm and 
Walter as family names, there may have been, later in the 
family, other brothers-in-law, and even other brothers, who 
bore them. A.t any rate it is certain, had we evidence of there 
being any second association of the two names, the one 
of the latest date would give us the likeliest author of Ormu 
lum ; and when we find that, between 1189 and 1199, Sir 
Eobert Fitz-Henry founds Burscough Priory, and endows 
by grants the churches of Ormskirk and Flixton, we are 
manifestly in contact with circumstances which would en 
courage such a production as the Ormulum.

The details of the special question of dialect I am, at 
present, not prepared to consider. To connect the Ormulum, 
and not only that but the " Bestiary" and the " Genesis and 
Exodus," with the later Lancashire literature rather than with 
" Havelok the Dane" and the works of Robert of Bourne, 
would certainly run against the current of the present preva 
lent opinions. But it is probable that several objections on 
this point may be abated. It is probable that in the 13th 
century the Mercian dialect may have more of literary dialect 
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tlian its present specimens indicate; and, if so, it would be 
spread over a larger area with more uniformity than we find 
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

Moreover, it is possible that the language of the Ormulum, 
though undoubtedly English, is not exactly an English 
dialect. I think it highly probable that English was not the 
mother-tongue of the writer of it. I think that he was born 
in England, and that his father may or may not have been a 
native of our island. But I look upon his grandfather as by 
birth an Irishman, and by blood and language a Norwegian. 
In Ireland he would have been an Ostman, or man of the 
East, i.e., from Scandinavia; but in England his national 
name would revert to its original form; and that the bearer 
of it would be Noricus or Norensis in Latin, Noreis in 
French, Nor'ris in English. Word for word this is, of course, 
" Norman ;" but " Nor/nan " seems to be the name which 
was more especially applied to the Gallicized Northmen from 
France. This last seems, as a personal name, to be the oldest 
of the three. At any rate, in the Parentalia, the Fitz Nor 
mans, who are undoubtedly French, appear in the genealogies 
of Cheshire earlier than the Norrises of Lancashire these 
being Norwegian. The Norrises, indeed, are later than the 
Orms; and it is possible that some of them were Orms 
under a more general name: indeed, the first Le Noreis may 
have been an Orm. The point, however, is not one of much 
importance. What Ormerod writes about the name in 
general has a better claim on our attention. It is to the 
effect 

1. That it is found in contemporary documents as meaning 
either North countryman or Norwegian.

2. That the " Liber de Antiquis Legibus " states that the 
barons hostile to King John, though really from different 
parts of England, were all alike called Norenses or North 
countrymen.
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3. That in a Royal order, A.D. 1222, for V marks, as a 
gift to Ivo le Noreis, messenger to Henry III from the King 
of Norway, it meant Norwegian.

Now it is clear that, though Noricus or Norensis, in its 
English and French forms, would be an equivocal term in the 
Midland, Eastern, and Southern districts of England, it 
would scarcely be used in the sense of anything but Nor 
wegian in Lancashire ; inasmuch as all the men of that 
county were North countrymen ; and if applied to them all, 
it would have no distinctive import. I do not say that such 
an application of the term is impossible, but I submit that 
the limited application of the name is, for the time under 
notice, the more natural one. Hence I treat both Noricus 
and Norensis in Lancashire as originally meaning a Nor 
wegian ; and for the reigns of Henry II, Richard I, and 
John  the times of Orm and his contemporaries a Nor 
wegian from Ireland.

How far a Norwegian from Ireland differed from one of 
Caithness and the Orkney Isles in the twelfth century I 
cannot exactly say. The difference was probably trifling; 
nor is the question of much importance. But in Lincolnshire 
Norwegians of any kind, as opposed to Danes, are, if not 
absolutely out of the question, rare and exceptional, and, a 
fortiori, Hiberno-Norwegians ; though, of course, either a 
Dane or a Norwegian might be called Orm. Again, I don't 
suppose that, because there were Norwegians from Ireland in ' 
Lancashire, their presence excluded the ordinary Danes. 
The Danes of West Derby, and the Danes in general, who gave 
to their holdings the numerous endings in by (Thurmelby, &c., 
&c.), were the Danes of the Midland and Eastern counties, or 
the descendants of the Danes of the time of Ethelred and 
Canute, or Danes who in the twelfth century (and before it) 
had become wholly anglicized. From these I separate the
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Norwegians of the time of Orm; Norwegians whose history 
in England, in my mind, is specially and definitely connected 
with that of the Conquest of Ireland ; and consequently 
Norwegians whose introduction into Lancashire was subse 
quent to the accession of Henry II; Norwegians too, who, 
in many cases, were only half anglicized. I cannot say what 
their history actually was. I can only say what it looks like. 
It looks like the history of a generation of Irish Norwegians 
who had played a useful part as allies of the English against 
the Irish ; some of whom may have had their reward at once ; 
whilst for others service was found in England. I probably 
do them no injustice in thinking that some of them were 
very like military adventurers, soldiers of fortune, free bands, 
or the like.   They are stated, as we have seen, to have been 
as a rule hostile to King John ; but this does not prevent 
some of them from accepting grants from him. The local 
names Ormerod and O/vwskirk are instances of this in the 
case of Orm ; who also seems to have succeeded and, perhaps, 
superseded the Dunnings, Some of them retain their names 
without any notable change. But Orm seems soon to have 
merged into the Norman aristocracy. At any rate, by the 
time of Henry III, the personal name seems to have been 
replaced by that of the estate Ormerod.

The bearing of this is to make the Orms not only Nor 
wegians, but Norwegians of recent introduction, and as such, 
in the matter of language, bi-lingual rather than wholly 
English.

That Orm wrote English is beyond doubt. That the 
Ormulum is neither Norwegian, nor a mixture of Norwegian 
and English, is what neither I nor anyone else believes for an 
instant. But whether it was the English of Lancashire 
purely and simply, and with just a certain amount of Dani- 
cisms, is another question. It is quite as likely to have been
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English which the first Orm brought with him from Ireland, 
as to have been English which he found or learned in the 
parts about Ormskirk. If so, it was in all probability the 
English of the men of Strongbow's army; English which 
was neither Lincolnian nor Lancastrian, and probably that of 
no pure dialect of any kind, yet good English withal.

I don't say that this was the actual fact; nor deny that the 
view here presented to the reader may not be condemned as 
artificial and far-fetched. Be it so. The question is not a 
simple one, and there is conflict of difficulties ; and when 
this is the case, there must be a hypothetical element of 
some kind.

This is as much as need be said about the language as it 
is supposed to have been spoken. But, as a written language, 
the Ormulum gives a very peculiar one. As has been already 
stated, it is the first known composition in a form of speech 
other than West-Saxon ; and it is very difficult to say under 
what conditions it was invested with the character of a literary 
language. As the work stands, it is a curious one. As a 
composition in a special dialect, hitherto unwritten, it is a 
very extraordinary one.

The evidence of the special Irish connections of Orm is a 
matter that finds no place in the present paper. It consists 
chiefly in his connections with the Botelers, Ormonds, Warings, 
and other families more especially connected with Ireland. 
That the Irish name Macmanns is a translation of the Nor 
wegian Magnus is certain ; and some, at least of the Irish 
Macmanuses, may have been Orms sons of Magnus.

It need only be added, that in Lincolnshire and Lancashire 
the transmission of the two names has been different. In 
Lincolnshire the simple form Orm is very common. In Lan 
cashire it has given way to the local names derived from it  
as Ormerod and Ormskirk. All this looks as if, in Lancashire,
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there was one Orm, that he had a very large amount of landed 
property, that he ousted the English Dunnings, and that in 
the third or fourth generation became thoroughly anglicized 
or normanized as the case may have been.

:


