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ALMOST every village has some little history of interest 
attached to it. Almost every country nook has its old church, 
round which moss-grown gravestones are clustered, where 

The rude forefathers of the hamlet sleep.

These lithic records tell us who lived and loved and laboured 
at the world's work long, long ago. Almost every line of 
railroad passes some ivy-mantled ruin that, in its prime, had 
armed men thronging on its embattled walls. Old halls, 
amid older trees old thatched cottages, with their narrow 
windows, are mutely eloquent of the past. The stories our 
grandfathers believed in, we only smile at; but we reverence 
the spinning wheel, the lace cushion, the burnished pewter 
plates, the carved high-backed chairs, the spindle-legged 
tables, the wainscoted walls and cosy " ingle nooks." Hath 
not each its narrative ? These are all interesting objects of 
the bygone time, and a story might be made from every one 
of them, could we know where to look for it.

With this feeling I have undertaken to say a few words 
about the ancient borough of Over in Cheshire, where I 
reside; and, although the notes I have collected may not be 
specially remarkable, they may perhaps assist some more 
able writer to complete a record of more importance.

Over is a small towu, nearly in the centre of Cheshire. 
It consists of one long street, crossed at right angles by Over



u

Lane, which stretches as far as Winsford, and is distant about 
two miles from the Winsford station on the London and 
North-Western Railway. The Borough of Over embraces 
the townships of Over, Marton and Swanlow and contains 
about 5,000 inhabitants, who find occupation in agricultural 
pursuits and in the numerous extensive salt-works lying 
along the banks of the neighbouring River Weaver.

Over has a Mayor, who is appointed annually, and who 
exercises the duty of a Magistrate within the limits of the 
borough during his year of office ; but, unlike other boroughs, 
it has no Councillors constituting a Corporation, nor does 
it return any member to Parliament. It is mentioned in 
Domesdny Book, and is there spelt " Ovre " and reported as 
a borough by prescription or by immemorial custom; but 
it probably attained its position amongst English boroughs 
by special charter. "Houses joined together, or rows of houses 
" close to ench other " might be the foundation of it; but, with 
out the protection of the King or of some neighbouring Baron, 
the trade of the inhabitants would be liable to the raids of 
neighbouring foragers, who would rob and lay waste without 
let or hindrance except for the resistance of individuals in 
defence of their own. In those days "might gave right;"

The good old rale, the simple plan,
That they should lake who have the power,
Aud they should keep who can t

The state of the people of Darnhall, a township adjoining 
Over, was a complete serfdom or vassalage to the monastery 
of Vale Royal adjacent. They could not marry their daughters 
out of the manor without permission. The monastery tenants 
had to resort to the abbey mills and pay pasturage for their hogs. 
When any native died, the Abbot became entitled to " his pigs 
" and capons, his horses at grass, his domestic horse, his bees, 
" his pork, his linen and woollen clothes, his money in gold 
" and silver and his vessels of brass." Other exactions were
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made upon the poor tenants. In fact the Abbot stripped the 
dead of everything leaving him nothing, by all accounts, 
but his winding sheet.

Although the people of Over were under the same rule, yet 
there is no mention of their having been in this degraded 
state; and it is probable, therefore, that they were protected 
by some charter of an enrly date. There is a charter existing 
in favour of Over, granting a weekly market and annual fair. 
This was obtained from the Abbot of Vale Royal and is dated 
the ninth of King Edward I; but no other is known to exist.

It is said by some that Over had a Mayor before Chester 
oould boast of such a dignitary, and that the former takes pre 
cedence of the latter in this respect. Webb, who wrote two 
hundred years ago, says that " Over was made a Mayoral 
" town by means of the Abbot and convent of Vale Royal;" 
but Ormerod gives the name of Walter Lyueet as the first 
Mayor of Chester, in the twenty-sixth Henry III, A.D. 1242, 
which would be at least forty years before the establishment of 
the monastery; therefore the assumption of Over having 
this priority may be erroneous. It is probable that Over 
enjoyed the protection of the Norman kings or some powerful 
Baron or perhaps of the Earl of Chester, as a borough for 
trade, before the foundation of Vale Royal. However, it was 
the policy of the Norman rulers after the Conquest to confirm 
and enlarge the charters of previous Saxoa monarchs and 
confer similar favours upon rising towns, and thus the 
allegiance of the inhabitants of such places would be secured. 
Henshall says, in his History of Chester, that " Over was 
" numbered among the immediate possessions of the Earl 
" of Chester until the fifty-fourth of Henry III, when it was 
" granted to the abbey of Vale Royal by Prince Edward."

It is probable that the appointment of Mayor emanated 
from the Abbot's inability or disinclination to attend to his 
magisterial duties. This potent Churchman lived in all the
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splendour of a powerful Baron and possessed full judicial 
rights over the manors of Weaverham and Over, with which 
the Abbey was endowed. He had an extensive right of 
" advoury," affording protection to criminals fleeing from the 
hands of justice Over Church being, it is believed, one of the 
" sanctuaries," of which there were several in the County of 
Chester. The Abbot of Vale Royal was invested even with 
the power of dealing out capital punishment. In Town fields, 
near Over, there are several fields or crofts called " Loonts." 
These are narrow strips of land, which once constituted the 
common rights of the Over people. One of these still bears 
the title of the " Gallows Loont," from its being the site on 
which in olden time the gallows was erected. Indeed some 
very old men, recently deceased, used to affirm that they 
recollected in their young days seeing the oak side posts 
of this erection.

The Abbot of Vale Royal had also the power of Infanythcf 
and Utfangthef, with the privileges of Tol and Stallayium, 
and the amends of brend and ale. Infatigthef was liberty to 
try and judge a thief taken within his jurisdiction ; Utfang- 
thef was liberty to take a thief that fled and bring him back 
to the place where he had committed the crime ; Tol was an 
imposition for things bought and sold in the markets; while 
Stallagium was payment for privilege to stand at markets and 
fairs. Accompanied by his Seneschal and under Seneschal, 
the Prior, Bailiffs and Gentry of the neighbourhood, the 
Abbot used to hold his court and there receive the oaths of 
fidelity of the large landowners and hear their recitation of 
the circumstances and obligations of their tenure, and also 
receive the acknowledgment of suit and service from every 
male burgess in the borough. He appointed a Coroner to 
hold regular courts of law in his manors of Weaverham 
and Over, for the administration of justice ; and in the ap 
pointment of this officer I think may be traced that of Mayor.
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At the dissolution of monasteries Sir Thomas Holcroft 
obtained the entire manors of Weaverham and Over, with all 
the privileges that appertained thereto. Oue of these would 
no doubt be the legal power the Abbot held over the manor, 
which he would similarly exercise for his own honour. This 
he would transmit to his heirs and they to their assigns, 
Thomas and Edmund Pershall, the latter of whom trans 
ferred it by sale, about the middle of the 17th century, to 
Thomas Cholmondeley, a descendant of the Baron of Malpus 
(whose family took their name from their place of residence) 
in whose representative and heir, Lord Delamere, the present 
proprietor of Vale Royal and Lord of the Manor, the 
appointment of Mayor of Over is now vested and by whom 
it is annually exercised.

The mode of appointing the Mayor for a very long period, 
until recently, was thus performed. The Lord of the Manor 
held a Court Leet and Baron in October, when two juries 
were empannelled, one for the town of Over, called the 
" Grand Jury," and the other for the lesser townships, called 
the " Country Jury." Twelve of the most eligible and best 
qualified persons in the borough were nominated by the 
" Grand Jury" at this Court, and their names returned to 
the Lord of the Manor, who selected one of the number to 
serve the office of Mayor; and at another meeting of the 
Court, fourteen days afterwards, the person so chosen was 
finally appointed to the office, and was then sworn in by the 
Recorder of the Court; but, before entering upon the office, 
he had to take the oath of allegiance and supremacy at 
the Quarter Sessions of the County, like the county 
magistrates. At the same time the choice was made of the 
Bailiff, Constables, Burleymen and Aletasters, who were then 
also sworn in.

Now, however (and for a few years past), the Lord of the 
Manor indicates to his Law Agent, the Recorder of the 
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Court, the person whom he will appoint, and this gentleman 
communicates his Lordship's wishes to the " Grand Jury," 
who invariably accept the nomination and elect him there 
and then, thus reversing the old established mode, and 
constituting the jury involuntary agents to endorse the 
appointment, whether agreeable to them or not. The more 
seemly character of the former mode of choosing the Mayor 
is apparent, and many think it ought still to be observed.

During his year of office the Mayor acts as a magistrate. 
In this duty he is aided and advised by the Recorder or Clerk 
of the Court, who is generally a member of the legal profession. 
Cases of assault, disorderly conduct, drunkenness and petty 
theft, as well as graver ofiences when they occur, are brought 
before him, and as there is no other magistrate near, and 
the population is constantly increasing, the office is both 
arduous and responsible. He is also entitled to a seat on the 
bench at the County Quarter Sessions, but unless he be a 
man of some public spirit and education he seldom exercises 
this right. At the conclusion of his year of office the Mayor 
assumes the title of " Alderman."

The Mayors of Over are mostly selected from the tenants 
of the Vale Royal estate, but not exclusively, as several 
gentlemen resident in the borough, not Lord Delamere's 
tenants, have occasionally held the office. They have gene 
rally been plain men of good position and character, not 
much learned in the law perhaps, but quite capable, with the 
aid of their legal adviser, of giving a fair and correct sentence; 
and, to their honour be it said, they have never used their 
power arbitrarily, but for the most part have wisely tempered 
Justice with Mercy. Some of those who held the office at 
an early period were evidently unable to write, as " the 
"Mayor of Over his mark" is not uncommon in very old 
legal documents relating to the vicinity of the borough. 
There have been Kings who could do no more, and warriors
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of renown whose only signature was the pommel of their 
sword handle.

A few ancient customs connected with the borough are 
beginning to be forgotten. Walking the fair is one of these. 
On this occasion the Mayor, arrayed in proper costume, 
carried a large silver mace and was met at the market-cross 
by some of the Aldermen who had passed the chair. After 
the Bailiff had recited the terms of the charter for the 
fair the Mayor proceeded, attended by his javelin men 
and a band of music, from one end of the long street 
in which the fair is held to the other. He distributed ribbon 
favours to all the landladies and waiters at the several inns. 
The Aldermen, Bailiff and other officers also received ribbons, 
as did the bandsmen and any others who joined in the train. 
The Mayor's outlay for ribbon frequently exceeded £20; in 
fact there was quite a ribbon mania on these occasions. One 
old lady who kept a booth used to boast that her principal 
profits arose from the ribbons she sold to the rustics and 
lads of the village who gave streamers to .their Lucindas 
and Phoebes as fairings. The tolls arising from the cattle 
fair are the perquisite of the Mayor. Those arising from 
booths and stands are let with the Qeorye and Dragon 
Inn by Lord Delamere.

There is still an annual court held by Lord Delamere, 
whereat all householders in the borough are summoned to 
answer to their names, as acknowledgment of suit and service 
to his lordship, or send the sum of twopence instead. On 
the last court day £4 9s. lOd. was received in pursuance of 
this custom. Widows and spinsters are exempt. Persons 
who omit attendance and paying the twopence are liable to 
be fined one shilling. There are 900 names now on the roll, 
80 per cent, of which either answer " the call" or pay the 
twopence, and all travellers passing through the borough while 
the court is sitting can be compelled to pay a like amount.
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The " Mayor's feast" is held on the last day of his term of 
office. After dinner his successor is sworn in and honoured 
with the old custom of " chairing." I will briefly describe 
a Mayor's dinner, at which I was present last month. It was 
laid out in the largest room of the George and Dragon 
Inn. The Mayor, ten or twelve Aldermen, the Clerk of the 
Court and about thirty other inhabitants of the neighbour 
hood were assembled. The George and Dragon is about 
the oldest house in the borough. The height of the dining 
apartment is not much above seven feet, with an open 
ceiling crossed by five large oak beams, re-crossed with 
joists, and the walls cleanly whitewashed. Dinner being over, 
loyal and complimentary toasts, with the discussion of a 
good dessert and the usual generous drinks attendant upon 
such festivities, consumed at least a couple of hours. The 
juries were then summoned (who, by the way, had been 
dining at the cost of Lord Delamere) to elect the usual 
officers for the ensuing year. They presented first their 
Bailiff, who was duly sworn, then the Constables, Burley-men 
and Ale-tasters, and then the Clerk called out " make way 
" for his worship the Mayor Elect of Over." This gentleman, 
whose election by Lord Delamere had been made known, was 
then duly sworn to " serve our Lady the Queen and administer 
" equal justice to the poor as well as the rich," and so forth. 
Having taken the oath his worship was seated in a chair by 
some of the jury, who, to evince their joy at his elevation, 
sought to " lift" him as high as the ceiling would allow. 
This very silly proceeding ought to be omitted altogether.

For an account of the Church of Over a reference to 
vol. vii of the Historic Society's Proceedings, page 33, will 
suffice; but I may say that since Mr. Stonehouse's paper 
appeared, a beautiful glass window has been put up in the 
chancel, as a memorial of the late Rev. John Jackson, M.A., 
who died January 28th, 1863, and was forty-two years Vicar



of the Church. His " loving pupils," as the inscription states, 
incurred the expense of this appropriate exhibition of good 
feeling and reverence for their former master.

There is but little record of public doings or of the scenes 
of gaiety or gravity that have been enacted in the ancient 
borough. In a rare pamphlet, entitled Cheshire's Success, 
dated March 25th, 1642, describing the movements of the 
Parliamentary army and that of the King, written evidently 
by a Parliament man, we read "Sir Thomas Aston and 
" his party in Chester, recovering strength after their late 
" overthrow, exercised the same in mischief and all wicked 

" outrages;" and instances "on the Sabbath, March 12, having 
" a little before advanced to Middlewich, they plundered 
" all that day as a most proper season for it, and commanded 
" the carts in all the country about to carry away the goods 
" to Tarporley, and kept a fair there to sell them. In Over, 
" when they had plundered, they left ratbane in the houses, 
" wrapt in paper for the children, which by God's providence 
"was taken from them before they could eat it, after their 
" parents durst return to them."

Vale Royal, the seat of Lord Delamere, deserves more than 
the mere passing description that can be here given. The 
old Abbey must have been an imposing structure, as it occu 
pied fifty-three years in the course of erection; and no less 
a sum than .£32,000 was expended out of the Royal Treasury 
as the cost of it. Its origin is said to have been as follows:  
Prince Edward on returning from the Holy Land at the con 
clusion of the eighth crusade, was overtaken by a terrific 
storm, and the safety of himself and all on board his ship 
was imperilled. When the jeopardy in which the ship was 
placed seemed to be at the highest, the Prince prayed to 
the Virgin to save it and all on board, vowing to erect a 
Monastery in her honour if his prayer should be granted. The 
instant the vow was made the storm ceased, and the passen-
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gers and crew safely landed, when the winds again arose and 
the ship was dashed to pieces. In gratitude Edward erected 
an Abbey at Darnhall, the monks of which were afterwards 
removed to Vale Royal.

Amongst the curious old houses erected in this vicinity 
Marton Grange or Hall was the most picturesque. It has 
been pulled down about fourteen years. On this farm there 
was a sudden subsidence of a plot of land two years ago, 
similar to that mentioned by Ormerod as having occurred in 
the neighbourhood of Weaver Hall, near Over, and caused 
most likely by the underlying salt deposits yielding to the 
influence of under-currents of water, which are being constantly 
pumped up in the shape of brine at the salt manufactories 
adjacent. Through these latter the river Weaver runs its 
course, and is navigable from Winsford to Weston Point, 
where it falls into the Mersey.

In this vicinity is Lea Hall, once the residence of Dr. 
.Fothergill. It is a square dwelling, having walls at least three 
feet thick, and it was formerly surrounded by a moat, a portion 
of which still remains. The staircases are wide and the rooms 
wainscoted and lofty. There are other halls in the neighbour 
hood deserving of notice, such as Darnhall Hall, Wettenhall 
Hall, and Minshull Hall. The ancient city of Eddisbury, 
in the Forest of Delamere, was erected by Queen Ethelfleda 
in 915: at the top of the hill are indications of ancient 
earthworks which are said to be the remains of it.


