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HE study of  local names can as yet hardly 
claim the dignity of  a science. With the 

exception of  Ernst Porstemann, those who have 
written on the subject have too often  been content 
to compile collections of  ' things not generally 
' known,' without attempting either to systemize 
the facts  which they have brought together or to 
deduce any general principles which might serve to 
guide the student in his researches. 

" There are few  subjects, perhaps, in which such 
numerous dangers beset the inquirer. The patent 
blunders and the absurdly fanciful  explanations of 
etymologists have become a by-word. It may be 
well, therefore,  to clear the way for  a scientific 
treatment of  the subject by the suggestion of  a few 
obvious rules which should be constantly kept in 
view while attempting the investigation of  the 
meaning of  ancient names. 

" The fundamental  principle to be borne in mind 
is an axiom which alone makes the study of  local 
names possible, and this axiom asserts that local 
names are in no case arbitrary sounds. They are 
always ancient words, or fragments  of  ancient 
words—each of  them in short constituting the 
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earliest chapter in the local history of  the P L A C E S 

to which they severally refer. 
" Assuming therefore  as axiomatic the signifi-

cancy of  local names, it need hardly be said that in 
endeavouring to detect the meaning of  a geogra-
phical name, the first  requisite is to discover the 
language from  which the name has been derived. 
The choice mostly lies within narrow limits— 
geographical and historical considerations generally 
confining  our choice to the three or four  languages 
which may have been vernacular in the region to 
which the name belongs. No interpretation of  a 
name can be admitted, however seemingly appro-
priate, until we have first  satisfied  ourselves of  the 
historical possibility, not to say probability, of  the 
proposed etymology. 

" For example, Lambeth is a Saxon name, 
meaning the loam hithe, or muddy landing place. 
We must not, as a Saturday  Reviewer has amu-
singly observed, plume ourselves on the discovery 
that lama is a Mongolian term for  a chief  priest, 
and beth a Semitic word for  a house, and thus in-
terpret the name of  the place where the primate 
lives as the ' house of  the chief  priest.' " 1 

Or, to quote a local example, we must not be 
led away, as a recent writer has been, in the deri-
vation of  Birkenhead, by the fact  that there is an 
Arabic word, birket,  meaning a pool. Or, instead 
of  accepting the more or less prosaic etymology of 
Hargrave, from  the Old-English words meaning " a 
grey ditch," float  into the realms of  esoteric Bhud-
dism and derive it from  a Hindoo word meaning 
" a sacred grove." 

While on this subject, it may be as well to draw 
your attention to the amusing fact  that in a recently 
published memoir of  Birkenhead, we find  that Holt 

1 Canon Taylor's Words  ami Places,  p. 311 in fourth  edition. 
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Hill (so named, we had always understood, from 
the holt  or wood that till recent years clothed its 
summit) is in reality so called because "the army 
" o f  Cromwell (sic)  was called to halt  upon this 
" eminence." I may add that the name Holt Hill 
occurs in a document dated 1327. 

The next thing to do, I take it, is to ascertain, 
so far  as possible, the earliest documentary form 
of  the name. This having been done, it remains 
to interpret the name which has been thus re-
covered. To do this with success requires a know-
ledge of  the ancient grammatical structure and the 
laws of  composition which prevail in the language 
in which the name is significant—the  relative posi-
tion, for  instance, of  adjective and substantive, and 
the usage of  prepositions and formative  particle. 

A slight knowledge, at all events, of  the gram-
matical construction of  the Celtic and Teutonic 
languages is absolutely essential, to prevent one 
from  being led into all sorts of  errors. 

Having arrived at a probable interpretation of 
the name in question, we must proceed to test the 
result. If  the name be topographic or descriptive, 
we must ascertain if  it conforms  to the physical 
features  of  the spot; if,  on the other hand, the 
name be historic in its character, we must satisfy 
ourselves as to the historic possibility of  its 
bestowal. 

I am extremely conscious of  my shortcomings in 
the matter of  familiarity  with the ancient languages 
which go to make up our place names, but I think, 
on the other hand, that I can lay claim to a very 
fair  knowledge of  the country-side with which I 
hope to deal to-night. I do not think there are 
many field-paths  and certainly no roads in North 
Wirral over which I have not frequently  walked, 
and thei"e are few  if  any fields  in the same district 
with the names of  which I am not familiar;  so 
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where I come short in the one case, I trust that 
the information  which I am able to bring to bear 
on the other hand will prevent the scale being 
turned too much against me. 

Canon Isaac Taylor remarks somewhere on the 
wonderful  vitality of  the original forms  in place-
names ; and adds that they, of  all words in a 
language, are least liable to change. I have been 
very much impressed with this fact  of  late, and I 
am convinced that the difference  in the pronuncia-
tion of  local names between that of  a genuine native 
of  Wirral to-dav and one living at the time of  the 
Norman conquest would be of  the most trifling 
description. 

The earliest document which refers  in detail to 
Wirral is The  Domesday Survey—date about 1086— 
and throughout this paper I shall give the Domes-
day readings whenever they occur. Following on 
these, I shall quote from  that splendid series of 
documents published by the Deputy-Keeper of  the 
Public Records—The  Plea and Recognizance Rolls 
of  Chester.  Though these printed books are not so 
reliable as original documents, yet for  practical 
purposes I think we may accept their readings ; 
in the hundreds of  documents referring  to Wirral, 
that they include, I have only been able to detect 
two or three trifling  errors. 

But to approach more closely the subject of  this 
evening's paper. 

The Hundred of  Wirral is, as you all know, that 
tongue or promontory of  land bounded on the north 
by the Irish sea and on the east and west by the 
rivers Mersey and Dee, and joining the rest of 
Cheshire on the south. It is, roughly speaking, 
eighteen miles long by seven broad; the coast line 
is regular, except on the eastern side, where it is 
broken by several pools, which run for  some 
distance into the land. 
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We have in the place-names of  Wirral traces of 
the settlement of  at least three different  races—the 
Briton, the English, and the Norse. Its peculiar 
position on the sea-coast makes it in several ways 
remarkable, and there is special interest attaching 
to its place-names. Canon Isaac Taylor, in a letter 
which I recently received from  him, says, " I doubt 
" if  there is any district in England more likely to 
" yield valuable results," and in his well-known 
book, Words  and Places,  he devotes some space to 
dealing with Wirral. 

Perhaps the simplest plan to adopt to-night will 
be to divide the names, so far  as is possible, under 
the three heads—-British, English (or Anglo-Saxon) 
and Norse. I may point out that several writers 
on this subject have erroneously spoken of  this 
third occupation as Danish. It was not; the Nor-
wegians, though closely allied, were quite distinct 
from  the Danes, who attacked the eastern coast. 

Coming then to the first  class, we find,  as we 
might expect, that the names of  the two streams 
in the Hundred can undoubtedly claim a British 
ancestry. 

T H E F E N D E R ; a name which is applied both to 
that sluggish stream which, rising in Newton Carr, 
flows  into Wallasey Pool, and to the stream which, 
rising beyond Prenton, flows  into the same pool. 

I take it that the second syllable of  this word is 
the Cymric dwr, meaning water, though I am at a 
loss to account for  the first  syllable. 

It may be of  interest to note that " fender"  has 
become in Wirral a common noun, and the farmers 
in Moreton and Bidston call all the ditches or drains 
which run into the central stream " fenders,"  and 
I have seen it used in a legal document of  this 
century, where, in speaking of  Wallasey Marsh, the 
document stated that, at high tide (before  the 
docks were made), the water " backed up in the 
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" fenders  or ditches " ; and in the Court Rolls of 
Bidston Manor, frequent  mention is made of  so-
and-so being fined  for  not keeping his fenders  clear 
of  mud, etc. 

While still on the subject of  these two streams, 
it may be as well to state that I have never dis-
covered the least grounds for  the name Birket being 
applied to either of  them. Though the name Fen-
der constantly occurs, I have never once met with 
the name Birket in any old documents, and I have 
been told over and over again by farmers  in The 
Meols and Moreton that they never heard it called 
anything but Fender until within the last few  years, 
and to this day none of  the natives would ever call 
either stream the Birket. 

The other stream dignified  by bearing a name 
forms  part of  the boundary between Wirral and 
Broxton — namely, the G O W Y , a still more un-
doubtedly British name, being simply the Cymric 
word gwy, meaning water. 

Of  place-names, we may probably with safety 
head our list with L A N D I C A N (Domesday  Book, Lan-
dechene; fourteenth  century documents, Landecon, 
Lancan, and LanconJ,  and derive the first  syllable, 
without much fear  of  contradiction, from  the Cymric 
llan—an enclosure, later, a church. If  the second 
half  of  the word contain the name of  the saint to 
whom the church was dedicated, I must leave that 
discovery to some student of  British saints. 

T R A N M E R E  (in thirteenth century documents 
Tranmull,  Tranmoll,  and Tranmoel)  : the word 
standing, with very little alteration, for  its original 
British form,  Tre-yn-moel,  the town on the hill,—a 
particularly good description of  that salubrious 
neighbourhood. Coming in by train from  Chester 
some evenings ago, as I passed under Tranmere 
I looked up and saw the cluster of  houses at the 
top of  the hill looming out against the evening 
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sky, and felt  the singular appropriateness of  the 
name. 

P O O L E : from  the Welsh pwl, whenever it occurs 
(and we have at least two Pooles in Wirral) is 
unanimously accepted as Celtic by all the leading 
writers on the subject. 

We next come to an interesting trio—Liscard, 
Seacombe, and Poolton, the three townships in 
Wallasey parish—all of  which can undoubtedly 
claim a Celtic origin, a fact  of  no little interest, as 
corroborating the derivation of  Wallasey from  the 
Old English Wealas-ieg,  the Welshman's or Briton's 
island, to which I shall refer  later on. 

L I S C A R D : From the Gadhelic word lis—an 
earthen fort  (in Ireland the word lis enters into the 
composition of  no fewer  than 300 place-names). 
Liskeard in Cornwall (notice the county, where 
the Celtic element is so strong) is probably the 
same name, the mediaeval spelling of  both places 
being usually Liskert, Liscart, or Liskerret, though 
the Wirral one was sometimes spelt Liskirk and 
Liscark, which doubtless gave rise to the fable 
recounted by Robinson of  the Lees Kirk. 

S E A C O M B E : Canon Isaac Taylor says—"The 
"word cwm is frequently  used in Wales, where it 
" denotes a cup-shaped depression in the hills. 
" This word, in its Saxonised form,  often  occurs in 
" English local names, especially in those counties 
" where the Celtic element is strong, thus in 
" Devonshire we have Ilfracombe,  Yarcombe, etc." 
(Words  and Places,  p. 151.) 

It may be interesting here to point out that in 
Cheshire a brewing vat is called a combe, or coom, 
and as many of  our household words—such as 
basket, crock, kiln, cradle, etc.—are borrowed from 
the British, this may be another example. 

P O O L T O N is a compound of  the Cymric word 
pwl and the English ton. 
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There is also the other P O O L T O N , in Brombro' 
parish, usually called Poolton Spittle. 

We now approach more debateable ground, and 
I would first  of  all deal with that much-discussed 
township of  N O C T O R U M . 

1 think it will not be overstating the case to 
say that more shots have been made at the deri-
vation of  this word than of  all the other place-
names in Wirral put together, and so far  as my 
experience goes, I have never heard one that could 
be described as even remotely probable. 

The first  difficulty  to most people, after  they 
have got over the preliminary stage of  imagining it 
to be the genitive plural of  some second declension 
Latin word, is when a better-informed  friend  re-
marks, " A h ! but you must remember Domesday 
" Book calls it Chenoterie" (being always careful  to 
pronounce the ch soft),  and that usually brings the 
discussion to a close. 

But let us hazard a suggestion. First of  all, 
from  a careful  examination of  Domesday Book, it 
appears that the scribes, in Cheshire and Lanca-
shire at all events, pronounced the ch like our k, 
or rather, when they wanted to signify  the hard c, 
or k, they wrote ch,2 so we at once find  at least 
a distant resemblance to Noctorum in Kenoterie. 
Now to explain away the termination. I think 
there are reasonable grounds for  believing that 
an error has been made here by the scribes, 
and this being so, I would suggest the following 
explanation. As you are no doubt aware, the 
Domesday Book is believed to have been prepared 
from  reports sent in by various commissioners all 
over the country, and the man who had to do 
Wirral may not have been a very brilliant cali-
graphist, and the final  curl that he gave when 

2 e.g., Chenthe  for  Kent, Pichetone  for  Picton, Chenulveslei  for  Knowsley, 
Chitigslie  for  Kingsley, etc. 
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writing Kenoterum, and which he intended for  a 
contraction for  the final  m or urn, was read by the 
scribe at head quarters, who prepared the fair  copy, 
as ie, and hence all the trouble. 

But whether my somewhat fanciful  explanation 
be the correct one or not, it is quite clear that if 
the Domesday folk  called the place Chenoterie, no 
one else ever did ; for,  from  1272—when, in a docu-
ment preserved at Eaton, it is written Knocttyrum 
—to Kelly's  Directory  for  1892, where it figures  as 
Noctorum, I have never seen (allowing for  slight 
variations in spelling) a single instance where any 
substantial alteration has occurred in the name. 

And now, having attempted to clear away the 
perplexities of  the Domesday Book reading, I would 
suggest as a possible derivation, the two Erse words 
knock, a hill, and druim (modern Irish, drum), a 

» ridge; and certainly one could not wish for  a 
better description of  Noctorum to-day than the 
Hill-ridge. 

Another disputed point is D O V E S P I T . I am in-
debted to Mr. Cox for  the suggestion that this is 
from  the Cymric du—black, and that it refers  to the 
black vegetable bed, commonly called the Sub-
marine Forest, which is a conspicuous feature  of 
the spot. If  this be the case, it should be a valu-
able point in the apparently interminable discussion 
as to the origin and age of  this deposit. For my 
own part, however, it seems to me more likely that 
it should be derived from  the Anglo-Saxon dufan, 
to plunge into, and is akin to our word deep and 
our verb to dive. 

C A R L E T , in Eastham parish, is probably from  the 
-word caer, which, from  meaning a hill fort,  came to 
be applied to the hill itself. 

A R R O W E  is a puzzle. Canon Taylor classifies  it 
as a Celtic word when applied to rivers, and says 
that it has the sense of  " swift"  ; and though there 
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is a stream called the Arrowe brook running through 
the township, I do not think it is of  sufficient  im-
portance to have received a name and then given it 
to the village ; it seems more probable that the 
stream took its name from  the township. In a 
document in my possession, however, (for  which 
I am indebted to Mr. Gregson,) dated 1712, but 
which recites a much earlier document, the 
name is spelt Arwall ; the termination of  which 
is Norse, from  velle, a house ; and this is made 
all the more probable by the close proximity 
of  Thingwall and Greasby. I should mention, 
however, on the other hand, that in other and 
earlier documents it is spelt Arvve,  and therefore, 
probably, is connected with the Welsh verb Aru, 
to plough. 

B R I M S T A G E I am also inclined to group as Celtic, 
though it may possibly be a hybrid ; the early 
spelling is Brynstath, Brunstath, and Brynston. 
I take the first  syllable to be the Celtic bryn, a 
hill. The comparatively elevated position of  the 
village would certainly seem to support such a 
derivation. 

There may be other place names in the Hundred 
which can claim a British origin, but the above 
seem to form  a group which it does not require 
any great stretch of  the imagination to accept as 
Celtic ; and having arrived at this point, it may 
be well to draw a few  conclusions from  the results 
of  our investigation. 

In the first  place, then, from  the fact  that such 
comparatively obscure and unimportant spots as 
Landican, Noctorum, Carlet, Tranmere, the 
Pooles and Pooltons, Liscard, and Seacombe 
bear British names, we may, I think, fairly  con-
clude that Wirral during the British period, so 
far  from  being an uninhabited waste, must have 
been very fairly  peopled and cultivated. And, 
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secondly, from  the fact  that these names have 
survived while the rest have been lost, we may 
conclude that the portions where the Celtic names 
occur were those parts which suffered  least at 
the English invasion ; and as the invaders would 
naturally make for  the best cultivated and richer 
spots, it may fairly  be argued that the Mersey side 
of  the Wirral was the less attractive, for  it is a 
noteworthy fact  that all these Celtic names occur 
within a mile or two of  the Mersey Bank, and none 
on the Dee side. The same strong preference  for 
that side was evinced, as we shall see, by the 
Norse invaders in their turn.3 

To come, then, to the English invasion. In Wir-
ral, as in most parts of  England, a large majority 
of  the place-names date from  this time. 

Shortly after  iEthelfrith's  victory at Chester in 
613, Wirral must have been colonized by the vic-
torious Northumbrians, and from  that date until 
the advent of  the Norsemen, early in the ninth 
century, the English probably held it in comparative 
quietness ; and through these long years, bit by bit, 
the old Celtic names would die out, as the British 
serfs  lost more and more their nationality, and be 
replaced by the new names given by the new lords 
of  the soil. 

One of  the most interesting tasks, to my mind, 
is to try and trace from  the names on the map the 
spread of  our English forefathers,  and I think that 
we can at least make out their first  footprints  in 
this neighbourhood, to a certain extent. 

From the fact  that they christened the old Wirral 
" Willaston Hundred," we may, I think, conclude 
that their first  settlement took place in that village, 

3 Since reading the paper I have met with the undoubtedly British name 
Knokyn in a thirteenth century deed, applied to a hillock lying on the 
boundary between Irby and Thurstaston. 

V 



Place Names  in the 

a conclusion which is strongly supported by the 
position of  Sutton and Eastham. For from  Wil-
laston as a centre, the early colonists threw out 
a branch station towards the east and called it the 
East ham, from  which they extended their borders 
in a southerly direction to Sutton. With their first 
settlements towards the Mersey bank, they would 
naturally regard that as their front,  and an exten-
sion to the rear is appropriately named Hinderton. 
To this primitive period, when there was prac-
tically but the one settlement, and the various 
appendages did not need to be distinguished from 
similar appendages belonging to a neighbouring 
settlement, we may relegate the establishing of 
Burton, or the Rick yard, as we should call it, 
which would be simply an outlying homestead from 
the parent settlement. 

It is possible that we may also put down, as 
belonging to the same period, Chorleton,—a name 
which has scarcely altered at all from  its original 
form,  Ceorla-tun, the village of  the churls or peasants— 
and the Ley, a village a mile from  Chorleton, which 
means the clearing, afterwards  pasture. 

But that the colonists had dangers to meet in 
their early enterprise, we find  from  S T O K E , or the 
stockaded place, which, situated as it was, on the 
borders of  the wild meres and fens  of  Ince and 
Frodsham, would need the protection of  its forti-
fications  against the wild beasts, which made 
their lair in the surrounding waste, if  not against 
the unsubdued Britons, who may still have held 
the marsh-bound islands of  Ince, Elton and 
Thornton. 

It is possible also that Capenhurst may represent 
the common brushwood or thicket where the early 
settlers reared the juicy capon. And, finally, 
Lydiate—the gate of  the enclosure—is certainly close 
enough to Willaston to have marked the entrance 



,— 

Hundred,  of  Wirral.  291 

into the common enclosure into which the early 
settlers would drive their cattle for  safety. 

But having rapidly sketched this somewhat 
fanciful  picture, let us examine the names in 
detail. 

W I L L A S T O N (Wylaston,  1325, frequently  spelt 
Willaueston)  probably contains the family  name 
of  the first  settler in Wirral, just as an American 
squatter to-day might call his clearing and log-hut 
Jonestown or Brownsville, should he happen to 
rejoice in the distinguished patronymic of  Jones 
or Brown. 

S U T T O N (Domesday Book, Sudtone)  and E A S T H A M 

(.Domesday  Booh, Estham)  bear their meanings on 
their faces. 

S T O K E , though frequently  a stockaded place, a 
derivation which I think likely in the case of  the 
Wirral Stoke, may also come from  the simple fact 
that a stock or stump of  a tree, remarkable for 
some trivial reason, struck the fancy  of  the early 
colonist. 

C A P E N H U R S T would, without a question, fall  into 
the category of  pure English names, were it not 
for  Domesday Book's  remarkable spelling, viz., 
Capelles.  I am inclined to think that this again 
must be an error on the part of  the copyist, as in a 
large number of  documents, transcripts of  which I 
have seen, between the dates 1309 and 1350, the 
name is spelt Capenhurst, without a single variation. 
Anglo-Saxon, Capun = a capon, hyrst — a hurst 
copse or wood. The word hyrst most frequently 
occurs in compounds ; e.g., knuthyrst,  ceschyrst. 

Both M O L L I N G T O N S are mentioned in Domesday 
as Molintone;  fourteenth  century, Molynton  and 
Mulynton,  the village of  the family  of  the Molls. 

G R E A T A N D L I T T L E S A U G H A L L (Domesday Book, 
Salhare; thirteenth century, Salghal), near Chester. 
Saughall = the Hall (usually a stone building, as 

va 
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opposed to a wooden one) of  the willows. Saugh 
is still used in the South of  Scotland for  a willow. 

P U D D I N G T O N (Domesday  Book, Potitone  ; four-
teenth century, Podynton)  is probably the ton of  the 
ing or family  of  the Pudds or Podds ; doubtless a 
distinguished English family,  though not conspi-
cuous for  the euphony of  its name. 

L E I G H T O N (Domesday  Book, Lestone ; fourteenth 
century documents, Leychtone, Legherton and Legh-
ton ). 

H A R G R A V E  (Domesday  Book, Haregrave;  1 3 0 0 , 

Hargrave):  from  Hara  and graf,  the hoar or grey 
ditch. The graf,  from  meaning the ditch which 
marked the boundary of  a piece of  land, came to 
mean the piece of  land so marked off. 

S T A N N E Y (Domesday  Book, Stannei;  1 2 7 8 , Staney): 
the stony or rocky island. 

C H O R L E T O N : Ceorla-tun,  the village of  the pea-
sants. 

L Y D I A T E : Lid, an enclosure ; gaet, a gate. 
H I N D E R T O N : hinder, adv., back, or further  side 

of,  behind, down. 
L E D S H A M (Domesday  Book, Leuedesham; 1 3 6 4 , 

Leuedesham). It is interesting to note that in 
Domesday Book, the English owners of  the neigh-
bouring manors of  Prenton and Barnston were 
Leuvede and Leuiett, possibly descendants of  one 
of  the early Northumbrian colonists, who planted 
the " ham" or home town of  his family  in the heart 
of  Wirral, and called his land after  his own name. 

Going further  up the Wirral, we find  English 
settlements at— 

S T O R E T O N (Domesday Book, Storetune).  I am at 
a loss to suggest a derivation for  this, unless it be 
connected with a M.E. word—stoor,  provisions. 

B E B I N G T O N , the village of  the family  of  the Bebs. 
P R E N T O N (Domesday Book, Prestune;  thirteenth 

century Prentune). 
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W O O D C H U R C H : Anglo-Saxon, Wudu,  wood. The 
church in the wood. 

O X T O N : usually spelt in early documents Oxon. 
Is this the town of  the oxen ? I doubt it, because 
why should one village more than another be 
distinguished by its oxen. I suspect rather that 
we have here a corruption or adaptation of  some 
British name. 

C L A U G H T O N . Canon Taylor, when speaking of 
Claughton in Yorkshire, derives it from  an Erse 
word clock, a stone, more particularly a boundary 
stone. 

The early forms  of  the word are Claghton,4 Claigh-
ton, and Clayton, and I wrote to Canon Taylor sug-
gesting that it meant the clay-town, and pointing 
out that there were large beds of  particularly stiff 
boulder clay in the township—just the kind of  stuff 
that would impress itself  on the mind of  the early 
settler as he struggled through it behind his plough. 
In reply, Canon Taylor said—" Claughton must be 
" a modern irregular spelling. A.S. cltzg,  clay, 
" would normally make claigh in M.E., but not 
" claugh; augh would come from  eat, or at; how-
" ever, your spelling, Claighton, makes Clay-ton 
" the probable meaning." 

W O O L T O N : the town of  the wolves, or the wool. 
B I D S T O N (earliest form,  Byddeston, 1272): I 

am strongly of  the opinion that this is simply 
Beda's or Bidda's-ton. Father Dallow suggests 
that since a stone with a Runic inscription was 
found  at Overchurch—which Runic inscription one 
authority has read to contain the verb, Biddan, to 
pray—that therefore  it is probable that this stone 
was once set up on Bidston Hill, and the village 
resting at its foot  obtained the name of  the Bidding 
Stone. The objection to this is that the Anglo-

4 Clocton  in Pope Nicholas'  Taxation,  1272. 
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Saxon form  would be biddende-stdn,  so that to ob-
tain Bidston it would be necessary to elide a very 
important syllable. Besides this, there is not the 
slightest proof  and very little probability that the 
stone in question ever was in Bidston parish. 

W A L L A S E Y ,  as mentioned above, is the Britons' 
or foreigners'  isle, from  the Anglo-Saxon Wealas-
ieg. It is also an interesting example of  the vitality 
of  the old names. The Norse invasion and 
colonization, though it gave this place a new 
name—Kirkby—never  quite eradicated the old one ; 
and in due time the new name sank into disuse, 
and the old one has been once more reinstated. 
That Wallasey was ever a complete island is, of 
course, not the case ; but to all intents and purposes 
it was, the only access being by the low-lying band 
of  sandhills running between it and Meols. 

S A U G H A L L - M A S S E Y ,  mentioned in Domesday Book, 
I have no doubt, as Salghal  (and in support of  this 
view I would direct attention to Mr. Hance's 
remarks, in his paper on the Bennets of  Saughall-
Massey in our Transactions,  vol. xxxviii), seems to 
have been the centre of  a smaller original settle-
ment in North Wirral, since we have names 
denoting relative position occurring here again in 
Upton and Newton, and possibly Larton or the 
lower town, though this latter may refer  to Greasby 
and Frankby. 

With O V E R C H U R C H  and M O R E T O N , two places to 
which I shall refer  again immediately, I think we 
may close our list of  English place names. 

Wirral during the English times must have been 
a fairly  flourishing  and certainly populous neigh-
bourhood ; though the fact  that Chester lay a 
waste for  so long during this time, would naturally 
take away that source of  strength and wealth. 
Wirral does not seem to have suffered  from  a 
lack of  ghostly comfort.  North Wirral enjoyed 



Hundred  of  Wirral. 295 

certainly four  churches—Woodchurch, Overchurch, 
and the two which, in the Norsemen's eyes, 
gave the distinctive features  to the settlements 
at the extreme corners of  the Wirral, and led them 
to call both places Kirkby or Churchtown, though 
for  distinction's sake they named the one West 
Kirkby and the other Kirkby in Walley. Brom-
borough also seems to have been possessed of  a 
church at a very e.arly period, making five  churches 
at least, within a comparatively small area, and 
doubtless the rest of  Wirral was equally well 
supplied. 

But perhaps the most interesting Anglo-Saxon 
names in North Wirral are those of  the contiguous 
parish and township of  Overchurch and Moreton, 
the one meaning the church on the shore, from 
Anglo-Saxon ofcr,  a shore, and cirice, a church ; 
and the other the village on the lake, from  Anglo-
Saxon mere, a lake, and ton, a town. 

That the land lying between Moreton and Lea-
sowe Castle on the one hand, and Moreton and 
Great Meols on the other, was at one time a marsh, 
is a fact  that must be patent to any observant per-
son. But it is more than this that I wish to prove. 
All the evidence seems to point to there having 
been a shallow lake, or possibly tidal lagoon, 
covering this area, and that it must have existed 
quite down into the historic period, possibly almost 
until the Norman Conquest. 

Roughly speaking, the piece of  land in question lies 
north and south, though mostly north, of  the Hoy-
lake railway line between Docks and Great Meols 
stations. The lake covered all Bidston Moss right up 
to where Wallasey slopes commence to rise, leaving, 
as almost an island, the site of  what is now Leasowe 
Castle, then probably a low mound capped by a 
British earthwork ; it included all the low lying lea-
sowes as far  out as the line of  sand hills that girdled 
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the coast, probably a mile or more to seaward of  the 
present embankment, and spread westward as far 
as Great Meols, which was probably little more 
than a patch of  sand hills rising out of  the mere 
and backed by the sea. From Great Meols the lake 
seems to have covered all the flat  ground as far  as 
the foot  of  Grange Hill. The inland shore of  the 
lake appears to have been bounded by the rising 
ground of  Frankby and Greasby, and the slighter 
rises of  Saughall Massey and Moreton villages. 
A few  hundred yards to the east of  Moreton the 
lake seems to have taken a turn inland, and probably 
ran up the valley of  the Fender, between Bidston 
Hill and Overchurch, as far  as the Ford Bridge. 

All the land included in the above outline lies 
very low, none of  it being more than 5 feet  above, 
and 3,000 acres of  it being several feet  below 
the level of  high tides. Such a lake would account 
for  the two otherwise inexplicable names of  the 
" T o w n on the Lake" and the "Church on the 
" Shore." I may point out here that the stretching 
of  an arm of  the lake up as far  as the Ford Bridge 
would bring the water within a couple of  hundred 
yards of  the old site of  Overchurch Church, thus 
making the term " church on the shore " perfectly 
appropriate. 

The strongest proofs  of  the existence of  this lake 
lie in the names of  the fields  which at one time 
formed  its bed, but are now rich meadows and 
fertile  fields.  In the first  place, the whole of  that 
portion of  the land which lies west of  Leasowe 
Lighthouse, up as far  as Grange Hill, goes by the 
name of  The  Carrs,  a Middle English word meaning 
" The marshes," and the various fields  are differen-
tiated by such names as the Old Carr,  the New  Carr 
(so called in a document dated 1570, therefore  not 
so very new) ; the Saughall Carr,  Newton  Carr, 
Moreton  Carr,  Little  and Great Saughall Carrs,  and 
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so on. We have also numerous hooks around the 
edge of  what was the lake, a hook being a heel of 
land jutting out into water, Great Ley Hook,  The 
Hooks,  Drake Hooks,  and many others. We have 
Land Pool, Moory Flaggs,  and lower down, near 
Wallasey Pool, we have several Salt  Thwaites. 
Then, as showing the commencement of  reclama-
tion, we find  some of  the fields,  which here and 
there swell up a few  feet  above the level of  the 
surrounding land, bearing the significant  name 
Holme,  usually as a compound, e.g. Big Holme, 
South and North  Holme,  Holme Hay,  Holme Itch, 
Holme Intake,  Oxholme, Lingholme, &c.; Holme 
being the Norse word for  a flat  island in a river or 
near the shore. The fact  that these islands bear 
Norse names, show at how comparatively recent a 
date their cultivation first  began, since the Norse 
did not finally  settle in Wirral until within a couple 
of  centuries of  the Conquest. In Newton Carr there 
is one field  still bearing the name The  Island. 
Then in a survey of  the parish, dated 1665, in the 
possession of  Mr. Vyner, there is a road shown 
leading from  Moreton to Lingholme, called The 
Lake Way.5 

But the tranquil rule of  the English was at length 
rudely disturbed, first  by the flying  visits and finally 
by the permanent settlement of  the fierce  North-
men, who, having harried the west of  Scotland 
and north of  Ireland, plundered and desolated 

5 Since writing the above, I have met with further  evidence. Some few 
hundred yards toward; I5id=ton, after  leaving Moreton village, a lane turns off 
to the north from  the main road, generally called Dangkers Lane. From the 
levels of  the land I had long come to the conclusion that this lane marked 
the shore line of  a portion of  the lake, and I was pleased to have my surmise 
corroborated in the following  manner. Walking down this lane last summer 
I met an ancient inhabitant, and on enquiring from  him the meaning of  the 
name Dangkers Lane, he assured me that it was only a modern name, he had 
only heard it during the last 50 or 60 years ; when he was a boy it was always 
called Overside Lane. We have here again our Anglo-Saxon over, a shore, 
and Shoreside Lane, as we should call it, is another interesting bit of  evidence. 
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the Isle of  Man, at length attacked the mainland 
itself,  and no spot on the coast offered  a more 
inviting entrance than the Wirral. Canon Isaac 
Taylor says—" In Cheshire, with one remarkable 
" local exception, we find  no Norse colonists. But 
" the spit of  land called the Wirral, between the 
" Dee and the Mersey, seems to have allured them 
" by its excellent harbours and the protection 
" afforded  by its almost insular character." 

I have been very much impressed, of  late, by the 
completeness of  this occupation. At first  sight, 
there only seem to be a few  distinctly Norse 
place-names scattered over the Hundred, but on 
more careful  examination one finds  Norse names 
cropping up everywhere, in the least-expected 
places,—field  names, names of  lanes, brooks, 
etc., all testifying  to the complete nature of  the 
colonization. 

As I pointed out with reference  to the English 
invasion, the conquerors seem to have had a strong 
preference  for  the Dee bank, which of  course would 
be the most important part of  the Hundred, owing 
to the main road from  Chester to West Kirby 
running along it, and so it is not surprising to find 
a complete chain of  Norse place-names running the 
whole length of  the Hundred on its western side. 
Landing at West Kirby, the Norsemen seem to 
have seized the important strategic points, and no 
doubt fortified  their villages of  Greasby, Frankby, 
and Irby, which—with Thurstaston on the right, 
and the meres and marshes of  Newton Carr on 
their left—would  form  a strong line of  defence 
against any land attack and leave them free  to 
retreat at any moment in their vessels, which would 
ride securely in the Hoyle-lake, or under the shelter 
of  Hilbree. Then moving southward, they planted 
Pensby, Heswall, Gayton,—ever with one eye over 
their right shoulder to see that the river and their 
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ships were handy—through Neston, Nesse Denwall, 
Shotwick, and Crabwall, to Chester. 

Turning next inland from  Thurstaston, through 
Barnston and Carnesdale, till they met their 
brethren, whose attack had been made up the 
Brombrough Pool—which in its sinuous windings 
would remind them so strongly of  their own 
fjords,  and the muddy bottom of  which must have 
seemed to them almost made to rest their long 
keels on—they together founded  that most interest-
ing of  Wirral villages, Thingwall. 

Wallasey, or rather Kirkby-Walley,  was captured, 
doubtless, by a rush up Wallasey Pool. It needs 
a powerful  imagination to-day, standing on the 
Halfpenny  Bridge, with the thud of  Lairds' steam 
hammers and half  a dozen railway whistles sound-
ing in one's ears, to try and picture the morning a 
thousand years ago, when that fierce  fight  went 
struggling up the steep street of  Poolton, and the 
English men-at-arms gave way before  the curved 
axes of  the fair-haired  heathen. 

Of  the few  remaining townships bearing names 
of  decidedly Norse origin are Birkenhead, accessible 
by Birket or Tranmere Pool, the two Thorntons, 
Raby, and Whitby. 

But to take the Norse names more in detail— 
M E O L S (Domesday, Mclas),  the sand dunes.6 The 

next township, H O O S E , means practically the same 
thing, the sand hills, from  the Norse haugr, a 
mound ; it may be worth mentioning that in Wal-
lasey the sandhills are still called the " Hoes." 

6 Notes  anil Queiies, vol. vii, first  series, p. 208.- Meals : On the N.W. 
coast of  Norfolk  are certain sandbanks so called, lirancaster Meals, Blakeney 
Meals, and Wells Meals are among those most dreaded by the mariner. . 
Philip's New  World  of  Words  gives—Meales or Males : The shelves or 
banks of  sand on tlie sea-coast of  Norfolk,  whence Turgommeals, the name 
of  a sandy shore in Lincolnshire. The word Meales or Malls is, however, 
obviously connected with the Icelandic MOL, which Helmboc, in his recently 
published work, Dct Norske  Sprogs etc, defines  as "coarse sand," a sandy or 
stony place. 
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W E S T K I R K B Y  : the West Churchton. As the 
name Wallasey was superseded during the Norse 
occupation by Kirkby-Walley,  I am inclined 
to think the old name that was superseded by 
West Kirkby was Caldey; i.e., that before  the 
Norsemen came, the parish was the parish of 
Caldey, or the cold island—cald-ieg. On the other 
hand, the Domesday Book spelling, Calders,  seems 
to suggest a Norse derivation ; possibly it is akin 
to the Norse kalldr, cold. 

The undoubted Norse termination of  by is to be 
found  in Frankby, Pensby, Irby, Greasby, Raby, 
and Whitby, but it remains for  some one to suggest 
a meaning for  the first  syllable of  these names. The 
only one on which I will venture is Greasby, 
possibly from  the gras, grass, pasture; though the 
Domesday Book reading of  Greavesberrie would 
seem to suggest an almost prehistoric Price's 
Patent Candle Company. 

T H U R S T A S T O N : Perhaps more controversy has 
raged over this place-name than over any other 
name in the Hundred, barring Noctorum, and in 
spite of  this or possibly on account of  this, we 
appear to be as far  off  a decision as ever. The 
Domesday Booh spelling is Turstaneton;  1326, 
Thurstaneston;  1352, Thurstaston;  later, Thursting-
ton. I will only say that it is probably Norse, 
and that the first  syllable recalls to our mind, as 
do also the two Thorntons, that the Northmen 
were heathen and worshipped the god Thor. 

H E S W E L L (thirteenth century, Hasel-well) : from 
two Norse words, Hassal  and velle—the town of 
the hazels. 

Inland from  Heswell we find  T H I N G W A L L — " t h e 

" town of  the meeting," where the Norsemen held 
their local parliament and promulgated their laws. 
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The "thing" usually met, says Canon Taylor, on 
some island, hill, or promontory.7 

Those of  you who know that part of  Wirral 
must have been struck with the curiously abrupt 
little hill at Thingwall on which the mill now 
stands. It was doubtless on the slopes of  this 
hill that the members of  the little colony assembled 
to exercise their accustomed privileges of  local self-
government, and one can still in imagination people 
its crest with groups of  armed warriors, intently 
listening, as some venerable Norseman harangues 
the assembled multitude, propounds a new law, or 
incites them to some fresh  foray  by chanting the 
wild hero songs of  their fatherland. 

B A R N S T O N (Domesday  Book, Berneston). Canon 
Taylor groups this as Norse (p. 117). 

T H O R N T O N (Domesday  Book, Torintone;  thirteenth 
century, Thoreton).  Thorton is the original form, 
the n being merely euphonic. 

N E S S E . A pure Scandinavian word—Ncesse,  a 
promontory. 

N E S T O N . The farm  on the promontory. 
D E N W A L L . The last syllable is doubtless the 

Norse velle. 
S H O T W I C K (Domesday  Book, Sotowiche  ; thirteenth 

century, Schntewycke).  The wick from  the Norse 
vie, a bay. Whether the first  syllable, shot, repre-
sents a man's name or describes a physical feature 
I know not, but we meet with it again on the other 
side of  the Hundred, in Shotdale, softened  into 
Shoddale. 

O R A B W A L L  : the last syllable again the Norse velle. 
M I C K W E L L B R O W in Neston. 
K I R K B Y  W A L L E Y  has already been dealt with. 
B I R K E N H E A D  : it is difficult  to understand how 

people can have gone on quietly accepting the 
7 e.g., Tynwald Hill, Isle of  Man. To this day, no law is valid in th 

island until it has been proclaimed from  the summit of  Tynwald H 
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palpably foolish  explanation that is always given of 
Birkenhead—namely, that it is so called because it 
stood at the head of  a stream called the Birket. 

Now, first  of  all, I can confidently  assure you 
that there is more than abundant evidence to prove 
that no such stream as the Birket ever existed except 
in the imagination of  the Ordnance Survey people. 
And, secondly, supposing for  the sake of  argument, 
that such a name existed, and that, as is laid clown 
in the ordnance map, it is applied to that stream 
which runs from  Newton Carr into Wallasey Pool, 
why on earth should a place which is situated eight 
miles from  the source or head of  that stream, and two 
miles at least from  its mouth even, be called "the 
" head or source of  the Birket" ? 

Of  course it comes from  the Norse word birJ:,  a 
birch tree, and hafod,  a headland; and in support 
of  this, we have more than ample evidence that it 
was a wooded headland in the name Woodside 
Ferry, and from  the fact  that it was frequently 
called in old documents Berket-wood-head. 

B R O M B O R O U G H . Early form  Brun-brce. Probably 
from  a Norse word meaning a well ; and this is 
borne out by the fact  that there are several 
noticeable wells in the parish, particularly one 
which possesses petrifying  qualities. 

And, finally,  W H I T B Y , or the white town. 
In addition to the evidence of  Norse colonization 

deducible from  the place-names of  the various 
townships, we find  scattered throughout Wirral a 
number of  hamlet and field  names of  distinctly 
Norse origin, aad these in some cases in parishes 
where the townships have retained their English 
names. The only parish which I have had an 
opportunity of  exhaustively examining—namely, 
Bidston—has yielded many interesting traces, and 
this in spite of  the fact  that all the township 
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names—Bidston, Moreton, Claughton, and Saug-
hall—are definitely  English. 

Taking then the test-words of  Norse occupation 
—thwaite, dale, holme, and gill—we find  them all 
well represented. On the marsh between Wallasey 
and Bidston, we have the great Salt Thwaite, 
Tassey's Thwaite, the Little Thwaite, Whinny 
Thwaite, the Cornhill or Corner Thwaite. On 
the boundary between Claughton and Bidston we 
find  Lingdale—Lyng, a Norse word for  heather 
(this name occurs in a document relating to the 
bounds of  the parish, dated about 1300) ; and down 
on the Leasowes we have Lingholme, or, as it is 
often  written, Lingham ; and running into the 
Wallasey Pool, in Claughton, we have the Gill-
brook, which has given its name to the Gillbrook 
estate, belonging to the Birkenhead Corporation. 

The following  are a few  of  the dales that I 
have met with in Wirral :—In B R O M B O R O U G H 

Parish, Dibbinsdale,  so well known to all lovers of 
the picturesque, and, close to it, Anstubbledale  and 
Shotdale  or Shoddale;  in H E S W E L L , Puddy  Dale; 
in T H U R S T A S T O N , Tinkersdale,  called in old docu-
ments Steyncolesdale;  in E A S T H A M , Coopersdale; 
in W O O D C H U R C H , Carnesdale  and Ramsdale in the 
township of  Barnston, and Shockingdale  in Thing-
wall township. 

Finally, Mr. Black, in his report on the Manor 
of  Tranmere, gives it as his deliberate opinion— 
and in support thereof  deduces substantial proof— 
that the early name of  Tranmere was Somerford, 
and that it is under this name that Domesday alludes 
to the manor. If  this be the case, we have in the 
" ford"  an example of  the fords  of  the Scandinavian 
sea-rovers, which Canon Taylor describes as " pas-
" sages for  ships up the arms of  the sea, as in the 
" case of  the fiords  of  Norway and Iceland, and 
" the firths  of  Scotland," and adds that " these 
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" Norse fords  are found  on the coasts which were 
" frequented  for  purposes of  trade and plunder." 
(Words  and Places,  p. 107.) Tranmere Pool cer-
tainly would be admirably adapted to shelter the 
Northmen's keels. 

And now, having successively—and, I trust, to a 
certain extent successfully—dealt  with the various 
periods of  Wirral place-names, I will bring my too 
lengthy paper to a close, and will leave the treating 
of  such names as Egremont, New Brighton, and 
the Pass of  Thermopylae to the antiquaries of 
succeeding centuries. 


