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ABOUT three miles north of W.orrington, on the old coach 
road from that place to Wigan, stands the rural and rustical 

village of Winwick, almost wholly undefiled, as yet, by what some 
one has called our " modern hateful civilization." Winwick was, 
until a comparatively recent date, a very extensive parish, and the 
richest rectory in the kingdom.

Culcheth is the township which included the eastern portion of 
the parish of Winwick. It consists, even at the present time, to 
a large extent of the moss and bog upon which cultivation has 
long been steadily encroaching. The present church was built in 
1743, to replace the one which existed in the time of Elizabeth. 
The population is almost entirely agricultural.

It has been claimed for these two places that in Anglo-Saxon 
times, they were of some importance, and it is with these claims 
that I propose to deal in what follows.

I suppose that I shall be reviewed again for taking up a subject 
which has been thrashed out and debated " ad nauseam." If so, 
my reply would be that the two names which form the title of 
this paper represent two questions, which are still open and 
undecided. It results, therefore, either that there are not within 
our reach facts to decide them, or that a verdict has failed because
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the evidence has been allowed to run upon wrong lines. I believe 
the latter to be the case; and therefore, laying aside all that has 
been written upon the subject for the past century, I propose to 
begin again by trying to separate the earliest facts upon which we 
can rely.

As regards Winwick, the question is, Was Oswald slain in 
Mertia or in North-humbria ? and as regards Culcheth, Were the 
Councils and Synod held in North-humbria or in Merria 1

I shall commence with Winwick.
The sainted king Oswald was slain in the year 642, in a battle 

fought at a place called in the English tongue Maserfelth. Two 
parishes claim that this afterwards sacred spot, is within their 
borders.

They have some evidence in common : Both places date from 
Saxon times. Both churches were dedicated to St. Oswald. 
Both possess a St. Oswald's Well; and while the old name of 
Oswestry was Maes-hir, Mesafeld, or Mesafield, the earliest 
comparable mention of Winwick, calls it Ecclesia Sancti Oswald! 
de Macrefeld. Lastly, while the name of Oswestry is derived 
from Oswald's tree, Winwick, we are told, means the place of 
fight or victory.

But though the ex parts statement of each claimant might, on 
the above shewing, appear strong or even convincing, yet in de 
ciding between them, everything they have in common must be 
entirely excluded. What then remains ? Let us see, and let us 
restrict ourselves to the earliest and best evidence of which the 
case admits.

Below the cornice on the outer side of the south wall of 
Winwick Church is an inscription, which has been read as 
follows : 

Hie locus Oswalde quondam tibi placuit valde 
Nortanhimbrorum fueras rex nuncque polorum 
Regna tenes plato passus marcelde vocato 
Poscimus hinc a te nostri memor esto beate

(A line now obliterated.) 
Anno milleno quingentenoque triceno 
Sclater post christum murum renoverat istum 
Henricus Johnson curatus erat simul hie tune.
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My reading of the above lines differs slightly from that which 
has been previously printed. In the second line I read Nortan- 
himbrorum, not Nortanhunbrorum : in the third line certainly 
plato not prato. Platum is "infimous Latin" for a flat or plain.

Further, I should prefer Marselde to Marcelde, as suggested 
by the facsimile in Baines's Lancashire, vol. iii, but in its present 
condition the letter is uncertain. The name reaches us in the 
forms Maser, Mseser, Marse, Mesces, and even Marel in Matthew 
of Westminster, but I nowhere find Macer or Marcel.

How the word Marcelde was formed is of little moment. It 
is clear that it was meant to represent and refer to the Maserfeld 
of the Chronicles.

The explanation which best satisfies my own mind is, that the 
poet was a reader of Matthew of Westminster, and that, having 
some other form of the name in his mind, he corrected Marel 
into Marsel or Marcel; and lastly that, struggling in the double 
bond of hexameter and rhyme, he made the word declinable, 
and wrote 

Plato Marcelde vocato 

for
Plato quod Marcel vocatur.

i.e., Marcel plain, Anglo-Saxon Marcelfeld. This at least meets 
the case, and Marcel is not the worst reading to be found.

We may thus read either slaughtered at Marcelfeld, or on 
Marcel plain. I prefer the former. It best represents the 
Chronicles, and therefore expresses what must have been in the 
writer's mind. It is difficult to suppose that a Winwick poet 
would have written either Marsel or Marcel for Macre or Maker.

For one reason or another every translation of these lines is 
unsatisfactory. They either attempt to retain the old monkish 
rhythm or they lose the scope of the prayer. The following are 
perhaps the best of each class : 

Oswalde this ground was grateful found
to thee ; whose hand Northumberland
late ruled, now owns Celestial thrones
In Marcelde field thou life did yield.
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This includes only the first three lines.

This place of yore did Oswald greatly love. 
Northumbria's king, but now a saint above ; 
Who in Marcelde's field did fighting fall. 
O ! blest one, hear ! when here on thee we call.

I omit the remaining three lines which tell us that the wall was 
restored A.D. 1530, and from its style the inscription is probably 
not older. 1530 was the year of Wolsey's death.

Now in the Latin, the whole of the first four lines, taken 
together, form an invocation ; and stripped of the quaint, and to 
us the uncouth, fashion of the time, they stand out not only as a 
pious and reverential prayer, but as evidence of the traditional 
belief of the writer. Hence they may be useful. Ma}- they be 
rendered thus ?

Oswald : this place thy warm affections gained 
When here in life, Northumbria's king, thou reigned -, 
Slaughtered at Marcelfeld, thy wider sway 
Now bounds the poles : Hence now to thee we pray, 
Blest one, from this loved spot turn not thy heart away.

If this reading be allowed to convey the sense and spirit of the 
prayer, the suggestion of Baines that a Winwick poet wrote 
Marcelde for Makerfield is out of the question. It is much more 
like Marcelade = Merselande, and yet there ought to be no 
connexion. Again, Marcelde, wherever it may be, cannot be the 
loved spot, the " this place," of the lines.

The spot where Oswald fell was rich in miracle, and a sup 
pliant from it would not have written " plato Marcelde vocato," 
the plain called Marcel; the concluding lines would rather have 
been,

Called to a realm wide as the poles, thou passed away 
From this thy cherished Marcel ; Thence to thee we pray. 
Blest one remember us and ours in this our day.

I conclude that the tradition that Oswald fell at Winwick was 
not in the mind of the writer of these lines.

But a better established tradition says that Oswald built a 
palace at Winwick, and lived there. It is to this, if we recall
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the character of the sainted king, that the monkish lines seem 
rather to refer; and if it be so, the confirmation is mutual.

The more important question, however, still remains : Did 
Oswald march into Mercia against Penda, or did Penda invade 
North-humbria ?

Hitherto I have failed to trace the latter idea further than to 
Holinshed, who says, that Penda began to imagine how he 
might destroy Oswald, and conquer his kingdom " that he might 
"joyne if to his owne. At length he invaded his country by open 
" warre." The date of Holinshed is about 1575 ; but compare 
the account in Nennius : 

Penda, son of Pybba, reigned ten years; he first separated the 
kingdom of Mercia from that of the Nonhmen, He fought the 
battle of Cocfay (or Chochui,) in which he slew Eawa, son of 
Pybba his brother, king of the Mercians, and Oswald king of the 
Northmen.

In the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle we have, under A.D. 642, This 
year Oswald, king of the North-humhrians, was slain by Penda 
and the South-hunibrians, at Maserfeld on the nones of August.

In the Annals of Tighernac, we have " Cath Osuailt contra 
Planta in quo Osualt cecidit;" i.e., the battle of Oswald against 
Penda, in which he slew Oswald.

In the Annals of Ulster, it is " Bellum Oswaldi regis Saxonum."
Attention being paid to the passages now printed in italics, 

these extracts are very far from giving any support to the state 
ment of Holinshed; on the other hand they appear more than 
consistent with the idea that the battle was fought in Mercia.

Penda and the South-humbrians are in rebellion and at war 
with Kawa, who, according to Nennius, was then king of the 
Mercians. He commences Penda's reign from this year as king 
of Mercia* Oswald joins Eawa to suppress the rebellion of 
Penda. They are all engaged at Maserfeld, and Oswald is slain.

Is this view otherwise confirmed ? From Bede and William of 
Malmesbury the following facts are obtained, and I have found 
nothing in other chronicles to contradict them.

* Penda " assumed this title " as early as A.D. 626, and he seems from that time to have 
been a trouble to everybody.
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A.D. 633, Edwin reigned in North-humbria, and Cadwalla 
rebelled against him, being supported by Penda, a most warlike 
man of the royal race of the Mercians, and who from that time 
governed that nation, with various success. Edwin was slain. 
Roger of Wendover says that " Penda had been taken prisoner 
" by Cadwalla, and had sworn fidelity to him." Penda is always 
described as a cruel, warlike heathen. It is not easy to believe 
that Oswald would willingly retain him in the government of 
Mercia.

A.D. 635. In this year Oswald became king of North-humbria, 
and in this same year he conquered Cadwalla,* and destroyed 
him and all his forces. He thus governed a kingdom extended 
beyond Edwin's boundary, i.e., including Mercia, &c., for the 
countries of both Cadwalla and Penda were subject to him ; and 
when, in 697, Oswald's relics were taken to Bardney, they were 
not at first admitted, because he had reigned over them (the 
Mercians) as a foreign king. Under Oswald England had peace 
for seven years.

A.D. 642. In consequence of an insurrection kindled by Penda 
king of the Mercians (rebellione per Pendam regem Merciorum 
excitata), Oswald, instigated by his zeal for the Church of God, 
waged war upon this heathen, and was slain at Maserfeld. (Zelo 
Dei Ecclesije cum gentili committens . . . effudit spiritum.)t

Penda caused his head and his arms to be cut off and fixed 
upon stakes ; the trunk was buried.

A.D. 643. Osway, the brother and successor of Oswald, went 
to the place with his army, and carried away the head and arms ; 
he took the former to Lindisfarne and the latter to Bambrough.

A.D. 655. Penda was slain at the Win-wed.
A.D. 697. The bones of Oswald's trunk were exhumed by the 

Queen of Mercia, and carried to Bardney, which is in the country 
of the Mercians.

Such are the facts. Do they include a consistent narrative ?
First as to Penda, did he reign ten years, twenty years, or thirty 1

* He (Oswald) advanced with an army, and the impious commander of the Britons was 
slain at a place in the English tongue called Denises-burn. (Nennius calls it Catscaul.) 

+ Bede says " fighting for his country ;" Mercia was his country ; Penda was in rebellion.
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Nennius commences his reign from the battle of Maserfield 
(Cocboy), when he first separated the kingdom of Mercia from 
North-humbria. He then became king of Mercia, and reigned 
ten years.

From William of Malmesbury we have the following: 
In A.D. 626, Penda, an irreligious heathen, at the age of fifty, 

assumed the title of the King of the Mercians* after he had already 
fostered his presumption by frequent incursions on his neighbours. 
Seizing the sovereignty, he began to attack the neighbouring cities, 
to invade the confines of the surrounding kings, and to fill 
everything with terror and confusion. ... In this manner, 
for thirty years, he attacked his countrymen, but did nothing worthy 
of record among strangers.

In 633, when he joined Cadwalla against Edwin, he is called a 
most warlike man of the royal race of the Mercians, who from 
that time governed that nation for hventy-two years, with various 
success. At that time, under Cadwalla, he may have become 
king de facto, and in that position he would govern " with various 
" success."

In 642, his brother Eawa was king dejure, under Oswald; and 
Penda excites the insurrection which ended in the battle of 
Maserfeld, and in the death of both Eawa and Oswald. By this 
battle he separated Mercia from North-humbria, and thence 
reigned for ten years both de facto and dejure, king of Mercia.

It is very important to notice that by this battle Penda did not 
conquer Northumbria: as yet it was too big for him. On the 
death of Oswald, Oswy assumed the dominion over Bernicia, as 
did Oswin over Deira. It is true that there was discord after 
wards. In 650, Oswy ordered Oswin to be slain, and thus 
became sovereign over the entire North-humbrian kingdom ; but 
Penda is found fighting the West Saxons and the East Angles. 
He had obtained the position for which he had struggled for 
twenty years. He was supreme in Mercia, and he had weakened 
North-humbria.

* (Regis nomen praesumpsit). It is not said that he reigned for thirty years, but that for 
thirty years he attacked his countrymen, &c.



60 Winwick and Culcheth.

This explanation simplifies the course of Oswald. It must be 
remembered that he and Penda may be regarded as respectively 
the champions of Christianity and Paganism; that Penda had 
joined Cadwalla in wresting North-humbria from the Christian 
king Edwin, and had, as the result, assumed the sovereignty of 
Mercia ; also that one of the first acts of Oswald was to make 
them disgorge their prey, and to drive them from their power.

It was on this occasion that he gained Mercia by conquest. 
From this time there are seven years of peace, and we hear 
nothing of martial deeds. Oswald, we may imagine busy with 
pious work, or enjoying the calm repose of Winwick ; but Penda 
was biding his time. The Anglo-Saxon chronicle fills the interval 
with baptisms. At the end of it we find Eawa king of Mercia ; 
Penda fomenting rebellion, and at the age of sixty-six fighting the 
battle of Maserfeld.

It seems to me clear that this was purely a Mercian affair. 
Penda was of the regal race: his younger brother was on the 
throne : the one object of his life had been to reign in the land. 
All these considerations would place the battle in Mercia, and 
there are several incidental facts which confirm the conclusion.

Nennius, and the Welsh Chronicles call the place Cocboy. 
Before the battle it was a place of no note, and this Welsh name 
for it suggests very strongly that it was upon their borders. There 
are other cases. Thus, when Oswald advanced with an army 
against Cadwalla, who reigned in Wales, the battle took place at 
Denises-burn ; but Nennius calls it Catscaul.

In Bede, the persons who happen to travel by the place of 
Oswald's death are of the British, i.e., the Welsh nation; and 
when the body of the saint is removed, it is taken by a Mercian 
queen to a Mercian monastery.

Penda did not invade North-humbria after the battle; and 
lastly, the statement of William of Malmesbury that Oswald, 
instigated by his zeal for the Church of God, waged war against 
the heathen Penda, is not consistent with the idea that he stayed 
at home until Penda attacked him.

Lastly, the name Oswestry Oswald's-tree is peculiar, because
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the common word tree requires a special interpretation, which 
cannot result from chance or coincidence, for while the Saxons 
called the place Oswald's treow, the Welsh name was Croes 
Oswalt, Oswald's cross, his limbs were fixed to stakes by Penda. 
This marks an old tradition embalmed in the name.*

If we turn to Winwick, the tradition is both feeble and com 
paratively young. I have tried to trace it. The Monumenta 
Historica gives no names. Dr. Giles mentions Alban Butler 
(1756), Dr. Cowper (1749), and " Powell." I believe that David 
Powel is meant, and if so, that the passage referred to is really 
from Humphrey Lhuyd's Description of Cambria, edited by 
Powel in 1584. In the edition 1811, 410, p. xxviii, I find : 

" Vssa had Maesuswalht, now Oswestree. For surely that they 
" saie commonlie of Oswald, king of Northumberland to be slain 
" there, and of the Well that sproong where his arm was carried, 
" is nothing so. For Beda and all other writers tcstifie that 
" Peanda slew Oswald at Maserfelt, in the kingdom of Northumber- 
" land, and his body was buried in the abbey of Bardney, in the 
" province of Lhyndesey."

I have quoted this passage at length because it supplies an 
illustration of some remarks I recently made in this room. It 
shews how mere individual opinion becomes transformed into 
authority. It is true that " Beda and all other writers testify" 
that Oswald was slain at Maserfeld, but it is equally true, that 
neither Beda nor any of the other chroniclers testify that Maserfeld 
was in the kingdom of Northumberland. This last clause was 
simply Lhuyd's opinion, and it is clear from the next sentence that 
he read rather loosely, for the body of Oswald was buried at Maser 
feld. At Bardney the bones were washed, as relics beloved of 
God, and placed in a shrine prepared for them.

The Winwick tradition may be dated from the later years of 
the 16th century. It was not in the mind of the writer of the

* Cough (Camdeti, vol. iii, p. 420) says, " Camden had the name Croix oswalde from 
" Leland, the Welsh name is pswestre or Oswalds,tre, q.d. , Oswaldstown ;" and he adds in 
a note, " Giraldus Cambrensis knew so little of Welsh as to render it Oswaldi arbor 1" 
Giraldus was a learned Welshman, which Richard Gough was not. Oswcstre is neither 
Welsh, nor Oswald's town, according to any evidence I can find. Gough, though an 
industrious collector, was not always an accurate compiler.
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monkish rhymes upon the Church in 1530. If we allow that it 
is suggested in the passages I have quoted from Lhuyd and 
Holinshed, and remember the evidence common to both places with 
which I commenced, the construction is easy, once given the ety 
mology of the name. But is that etymology sound ? I fear not.

In its earliest form the name is Wynewhik, Wynewic, Wynwic, 
or some such form, with y in the first syllable ; and this continues 
for centuries.

Now Dr. Bosworth, in his Anglo-Saxon Dictionary, tells us 
" WYN, joy, pleasure, delight."
" WIN, labour, contest, war, sorrow ; hence proper names in 

" Win, as Alwin, all in war ; Baldwin, bold in war, &c. ;" but even 
Win at the beginning of a name seems to come from Wyn, for 
he gives " WINBURH, a beloved city."

Then, similarly, we may read Win-wic, for Wynewic, a beloved 
wic, the wic being a dwelling, or village, a monastery, or a fortress, 
according to the evidence.*

Now the old wheel, or Paulinus cross, found at Winwick, points 
to religion there, hence to a religious house; and that Oswald 
had a house there may be granted.

If we can be content to read the name in its earliest form the 
abode of joy instead of " the place of victory" a name which 
no Northman would have given to the scene of their defeat the 
connexion and association with Oswald is neither less pleasant nor 
less sure. Winwick cherished the saint Oswestry crucified him.

So much for the first half of my title.

If you refer to almost any Map of Saxon England you will 
find in the position of South Lancashire the name Calchuth or 
Celchyth. There can be no doubt that by these the locality of 
the modern Culcheth was intended; and it may be added that in 
early deeds Culcheth is found written Kylchith, or Kilshaw as it 
is now pronounced in this district.

ster downwards.



Winwick and Culcheth. 63

About a century and a half after the death of Oswald there 
was a council held at Cealc-hythe, Calchuth, or Celchyth, which 
was then a " famous place." The question is, Was this our 
Lancashire Culcheth ? or, in other words, Was the Saxon Cealc- 
hythe in North-humbria ?

Archbishop Parker decides in favour of Northumbria, mainly, I 
believe, on account of the similarity of the names Celchythe and 
Culcheth ; but there is no more unsafe ground than similarity 
of name. Reliance upon it has led to very much error and 
confusion.

Bosworth makes the question a mere matter of etymology. In 
his Dictionary he says : 

" Cealc-hythe the name of a place, Challock, Chalk, in Kent;" 
and he refers to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, A.D. 785.

It is desirable to remember that we have our English word 
Chalk from the Latin Calx, through the A. S. Cealc; but we are 
not called upon therefore to look for Cealc-hythe in the kingdom 
of Kent. The question is between Northumbria and Mercia.

Dr. Whitaker, in his History of Whalley, thinks it strange 
indeed that no antiquary has suggested Checkley for the Saxon 
Cealchythe. " It is," says he, " in Mercia; make the initial C into 
Ch (soft as in Chad), invert the two letters c and 1 in the middle 
of the word [and cut off the th at the end], and you have Chacli 
or Checkley." He admits that this would be wild, if it were not 
supported by positive evidence ; and the " positive evidence " is, 
that Dr. Plott, speaking of tall pyramidal stones, says, that there 
are three close to Checkley probably funeral monuments and 
that there is a tradition that three bishops were slain in a battle 
fought there.

Dr. Whitaker adds that the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle calls the 
meeting at Cealchythe " a quarrelsome and opprobrious synod," 
and hence the Doctor concludes, " it must follow that Cealchythe 
" is Checkley"! Comment is needless. In this our day we 
require " positive evidence " of a different character. Let us see 
what the real evidence is.
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In the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, under A.D. 785, we have : 
" This year there was a contentious synod at Cealchythe, and 

" Archbishop Jaenbryht gave up some portion of his bishoprick ; 
" and Higebryht was elected by King Offa."

This is given from six MSS. in the Monumenta Historica. 
Here Offa is King of Mercia, and the archbishopric (Lichfield) 
to which Higbert was elected was also Mercian.

But in three MSS. the following is added under the same 
year : " And at this time messengers were sent from Rome by 
" Pope Adrian to England to renew the faith and the peace which 
" S. Gregory had sent us by Augustine the Bishop, and they were 
" worshipfully received."

Under A.D. 786, Simeon of Durham also gives us the latter 
fact, adding that " the venerable Bishop George (of Ostia) was one 
" of the legates ; that they were honorably received on all hands, 
" and that they returned home with large gifts, as was right."

Now we have the -report of the Councils held by these legates, 
and we know that one was in Northumbria and the other in 
Mercia. It is no part of my present subject to discuss these 
Councils, about which there are some things yet to be decided. It 
is needful to mention them, because Henry of Huntingdon com 
bines the two events mentioned in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 
and tells us that these legates " held a Council at Cealc-hythe 
" at which Jambert gave up part of his bishoprick," &c., the 
legatine work was done in Northumbria and simply endorsed in 
Mercia. This has tended to increase the confusion. It is perhaps 
only needful to add that Henry of Huntingdon was a Mercian, 
and that assuming his statement to be correct, it must be referred 
to the Mercian sitting.

In A.D. 789, there was a synod at Celchyth, the business of 
which was purely Mercian and the attestations also.

At Celchyth, also, Offa (King of Mercia) makes grants to 
Rochester.

A.D. 793, according to a questionable charter, at a synod at 
Celchyth, Offa makes grants to St. Albans. This is a remarkable
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document; but even if a forgery, the grantor and grantees are 
Mercian.

In A.D. 796, two most probably spurious charters are given as 
drawn up at Celchyth, to which the same remark applies.

As to the Synod A.D. 799 and the Council A.D. 816, however, 
there can be no doubt; and while the former is purely Mercian, 
the latter is confined to the province of Canterbury.

Now when it is remembered that this is not the ex parte evidence 
in favour of Mercia, but practically the whole of the evidence 
that I have been able to meet with, there can remain no doubt 
that the Anglo-Saxon Cealchythe was not in Northumbria, and 
therefore was not our Lancashire Culcheth the resemblance of 
name notwithstanding.

It is no part of my business to-night to determine the Mercian 
locality; and I shall only add, that remembering the change of 
Calx and Cealc into the modern chalk, Professor Stubbs quotes 
from Newcourt, Repertorium I, 583, the following old forms of 
the name of Chelsea: Chelcheth, Chelchyheth, Chelchyth, 
Chelcheth, the form Chelsey appearing first A.D. 1554.

The difference between Calchythe or Celchythe and Cealc-hythe 
may have been the difference between the hard and the soft 
initial, and from the latter to the soft ch the transition is common 
and easy ; but as to this I can only opine, and I have small faith 
in such resemblances.

To-night we have had

Maser-feld and Makerfeld,
Marcelde and Marcelande,
Winwed and Winwick,
Cealc-hyth and Culcheth,

none of them related ! These are sufficient to serve as a 
warning.

Let me conclude by saying that it was not for the purpose of 
disturbing the opinions of others that I took up my pen. The 
subjects discussed in this paper came up in the course of my own 
reading, in a form which led to uncertainty and to enquiry for my
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own sake only. Upon this I was engaged when our Secretary 
asked me for a paper.

As regards Culcheth the case is to my mind beyond question 
and clear ; and if as to Winwick, I should prove to be the first 
Lancashire man who has cast his vote in favour of Oswestry, I 
can only say that it has been done with all sincerity, at the 
expense of long-cherished prepossessions, and that even already I 
am quite reconciled to what I now believe to be the truth.


