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INTRODUCTION  
 

 

riginally Winsford, in the very heart of Cheshire, was the name 

given to a very small area of land where the river Weaver could be 

crossed. In historical terms it is a new town having been formed in 

1894 by combining the two ancient townships of Over and Wharton, both 

of which are mentioned in the pages of the Domesday Book. Over lies on 

the west bank of the river Weaver and was originally divided between the 

parishes of Over and Whitegate, whereas Wharton on the other side of the 

river once lay solely in the parish of Davenham until its own parish was 

established in 1843.  

 Over takes its name from a narrow sandy ridge which rises some forty-

five feet above and parallel to the Weaver. The steep bank was once 

segmented by a series of streams running down narrow valleys or ódenesô. 

The western side of the ridge slopes away gradually towards Little 

Budworth. The soils of Over are particularly light and sandy. On the other 

side of the river the land rises up steeply to level out about twenty-five feet 

above the river level and then remains fairly flat throughout the township 

with heavier clay soils.  

  The development of these two townships could not have been more 

different. Over was not only a township and parish but also a mediaeval 

borough with the right to hold a weekly market and have an annual fair ï a 

market town, a place of commerce. Wharton had no such privileges and 

was for much of its history simply a rural manor held in private hands. So, 

the story of Winsford is predominantly about the communities of Over and 

Wharton and it is not until later chapters of this book that Winsford comes 

into its own as a town. 

 The Winsford Urban District Council formed as a result of the 1894 

Local Government Act replaced the ancient Borough of Over and the 

Winsford Board of Health which had been in existence since 1848. It 

continued in being until the Local Government Act 1972 created the Vale 

Royal Borough Council which covered much of mid-Cheshire. Local 

affairs were looked after by the Winsford Town Council which had a 

mayor as successor to the ancient borough mayor and that of the Urban 

District Council. Vale Royal then disappeared with further boundary 

changes in 2009 and the formation of the Chester and West Cheshire 

District Council.  

 Though originally in an area of predominantly pastoral farming, the 

district around Winsford owed its prosperity to the extraction of salt from 

the rock salt beds that lie beneath much of mid-Cheshire, which were 

formed during the Triassic period hundreds of millions of years ago. 

Ground water that had percolated into the rock formed brine which was 

pumped up through boreholes and then evaporated to produce salt. A 

process which started in the Winsford area in the late 17
th
 century. From 

O 
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1844 salt was also obtained by mining. The salt industry was stimulated by 

the opening of the River Weaver Navigation in 1721 and later railway 

links. Subsequently other businesses were attracted to the area so that 

during the 19th century boat building, sail making, engineering, cotton 

milling, tanning, button making, and general commerce all played a part in 

Winsfordôs prosperity. Whilst some of these industries declined, including 

the salt industry, Winsford continued to develop with modern industries 

being encouraged into the town. During the mid-1960s parts of Winsford 

became overspill for Manchester and then Liverpool. Today it is very much 

a commuter town housing about 32,000 people, with light industrial 

complexes and excellent road links to the world beyond. 

 

 

 

 





 

 

 
 

Fig: 1   Bronze Age Palstave, similar to the one found in the Winsford area 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

 

The Dark and Distant Past 
 

 

t is likely that pre-historic man roamed the land around Winsford and 

may have even settled here. In the Mesolithic period (c. 8000 ï 4000 

BC) the well-drained lightly wooded area along the sandstone ridge, 

over looking the Weaver valley, would have been an ideal location for a 

temporary camp of the nomadic hunters and gathers of the time; preferable 

to the lower lying heavily wooded areas that were characteristic of the 

Cheshire plain. It is perhaps no coincidence therefore that a flint arrowhead 

and a scraping blade from period were found on the ridge in Over and 

along the northern part of Swanlow Lane. An ancient route may well have 

followed the line of the Over ridge and it is also likely that Neolithic traders 

(c. 4000 ï 2500 BC) used the river Weaver to carry axe heads south from 

Cumbria into the region and farther south. The Neolithic period was a time 

in which man became more settled and saw the introduction of arable and 

pastoral farming in areas cleared from the dense woodlands. Though 

nothing has been found locally, on nearby Eddisbury Hill funerary urns of 

the late Neolithic period have been unearthed. The Early Bronze Age (c. 

2500 ï 1500 BC) is often evidenced by the discovery of burial mounds and 

the ó-lowô element in the name Swanlow (swineôs low) in the southern part 

of Winsford may refer to such a mound. Only a few miles west is the site of 

Seven Lows, a series of burial  mounds from the period, and others have 

been located in the  neighbouring townships of Rushton, Hartford and 

Moulton. 

 The Bronze Age saw the introduction of metal working from which 

period a looped palstave was discovered at Whitegate and a socketed axe 

head and a barbed arrow head were found in Winsford. The later Bronze 

Age and the Iron Age were times of further settlement, woodland clearance 

and the building of hill forts on the Cheshire sandstone ridge at Kelsbarrow, 

Eddisbury and Helsby. The people of the Winsford area probably looked 

towards these for their defence. The occupants of the forts may have 

included people of high status the leaders, organisers and administers of the 

district. It is also likely that trade was organised from these same centres. 

By around 500 BC very coarse pottery used in the manufacture and 

transport of salt and made from clay found in mid-Cheshire has been 

I 
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Fig: 2   The Roman road from Chester to Middlewich.  The conjectured line 

passes close by St Chad's church before crossing the river Weaver below Stocks 

Stairs 

 

 

discovered as far south as the lower Severn Valley and South Wales. 

Society during thisperiod of history was based on tribal organisations. The 

Winsford area, and much of Cheshire, lay in the territory of the Cornovii, 

whose influence stretched from southern Shropshire to the river Mersey 

and west into north-eastern parts of Wales.  

 

  

Roman Routes 
The Roman invasion of Britain began in 43 AD, though their arrival in 

these parts was probably several years later. The period of Roman 

occupation has been evidenced by means of Roman pot sherds and coins in 

the Swanlow area but it is not known whether or not there was a settlement 

in the Winsford area though there is evidence of Roman activity near by. A 

few miles west of Winsford, at Eaton by Tarporley, archaeologists 

uncovered a small villa site. To the east, on the other side of the Weaver is 

Middlewich (Salinae) where the Romans established a military fort on 

Harbuttôs Field and began to exploit the salt deposits and form an industrial 

settlement working with iron, bronze, lead, glass, leather and cloth. Several 

miles north at Northwich (Condate) the Romans had their fort overlooking 

the confluence of the rivers Dane and Weaver and the already well 

established salt workings. The focus of Roman life was Chester (Deva) 

with its great legionary fortress. From here there were major road links with 

Wroxeter to the south via Whitchurch (Mediolanum); to the north via 

Wilderspool near Warrington; to the north-east and York via Northwich 
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along Watling Street; and to the east via Middlewich. These were traversed 

by a major route from the Midlands heading towards northern Britain 

which passed through Middlewich, by-passed Northwich, and crossed the 

River Mersey at Wilderspool. Another major route linked Whitchurch and 

Wilderspool and passed through Little Budworth a few miles west of 

Winsford. 

.   Whilst the actual routes of many of the Roman roads in Cheshire have 

been established, that which linked Chester and Middlewich is only known 

of in part. In Nettleford Wood, Kelsall there is a junction of two Roman 

roads. From Chester the Watling Street forks in the general directions of 

Northwich and Middlewich. Traces of the road towards Middlewich, which 

follows a similar line to present A54, have been discovered at a number of 

locations until about a mile past the crossing with another Roman Road, 

now the A49. No certain evidence of the route further eastwards has been 

found and whilst there has been much debate about such a route it is highly 

likely that it would have continued on to pass through the Winsford area. If 

the line of the road from the four known points is projected the line of the 

road is not on a direct heading for Middlewich but straight to the very 

centre of the churchyard at Over. Is this a mere coincidence or was there a 

Roman settlement in the near vicinity of the church? Of course Roman 

roads did not always run straight, but certainly they were straighter than the 

ancient tracks. Obstacles such as marshes and steep river banks would 

cause them to deviate which no doubt occurred leading towards the 

crossing of the Weaver and on the other side. The location of medieval 

Bradestrete in Over, a name which may be a clue to a Roman Road, 

perhaps lies along the route. The route may have crossed the river below 

the church at Ways Green where it is known there was an ancient crossing 

place. Even with a slight change of direction, perhaps along the ridge above 

the church, the conjectured straight line of the Roman road would reach the 

Weaver at this point. Here, or nearby, in the 17
th
 century several Roman 

coins were found by men digging to find a brine-pit. From the crossing of 

the river the route would have then continued along the southern boundary 

of Wharton, through Stanthorne, which means óthe stony wayô, towards 

Harbutt's Field, the site of the Roman military settlement in Middlewich. 

 Following the departure of the Roman administrators in the early 5
th
  

century Britain lay open to invasion and migration of the Germanic races. 

By about 600AD the local Romano-British population came under the 

influence of the new comers and eventually became subsumed under the 

Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Mercia and so begins the period known as óthe 

Dark Agesô. Cheshire was the most northerly part of Mercia and is first 

mentioned in the Anglo Saxon Chronicle under the year 980. 
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The Hidden Place of Worship 
The language of the new settlers in these parts of Cheshire gave rise to the 

place-names of the area today. óWinsfordô may be a Saxon name 

suggesting a Celtic personal name Wyn along with ford (a crossing on a 

stream), however a medieval form meaning a ford for wains, wagons) 

cannot be ruled out. óOverô (Ovre or Ufra) as a place name is Saxon and 

purely topographical, and meaning a settlement on high ground. 

óWoodfordô is Saxon for a ford in a wudu (a wooded area). óSwanlowô is 

probably a low (mound) where swine were pastured. óMartonô or óMertonô 

was a ton (a settlement of farm) on a mere (boundary). Wharton was 

probably a corruption of óWeavertonô - a farm by the river Weaver. 

óWhitegateô is a later, medieval, name formation for the location of the 

entrance to the precincts of Vale Royal Abbey, an area previously known as 

óConersleyô which may be interpreted as a leah (a woodland clearing) 

frequented by conies (rabbits). óDarnhallô could simply mean a settlement 

in a halh (narrow valley or hollow) which was derne (hidden) though there 

is another possible, and more intriguing, meaning which I shall return to. 

Some other minor names are óHepdenô - the 'hip-thorn valley'; Blakeden - 

the 'dark valley', Bradford the 'broad fording place' and Mers ï óboundary 

placeô, the name of a small hamlet on the border of the parishes of Over 

and Middlewich. 

 The site of St Chadôs church would have been the focus of a parish 

perhaps based on an earlier land unit or estate. Given that it lies in a hollow 

 
 

Fig: 3   St. Chadôs church down among the fields. 
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Fig: 4   The circular churchyard of St Chadôs church. 

 

 

it seems that the name of Over, first recorded by the Normans for the whole 

district, is inappropriate for the location of the church and that its earlier 

name and that of the parish was different. Darnhall seems the more likely 

given that from the 12
th
 century onwards the whole district is known as the 

manor of Over and Darnhall, or visa-versa, and on at least one occasion 

Over is referred to as óa member of Darnhallô.  

 The Old English words ealh or alh, and heargh or hearh, can mean a 

'temple' or 'heathen shrine' and dern means hidden or secluded and 

therefore a possible meaning for Darnhall is óthe hidden place of worshipô. 

The circular churchyard at St Chadôs with the site of the medieval altar at 

the very centre is a likely indication of a pre-Christian place of worship. Its 

proximity to springs and wells may also indicate an early religious 

site: in fact there are wells within the perimeter and the northern edge 

of the churchyard is formed by a stream which flows into swampy 

ground to the east. One of the most popular and widespread cults in the 

pre-Christian era was the worship of the goddess of water so that springs, 

wells and rivers became the sites of cult practises and rituals, with precious 

goods being cast into the water as offerings. The site of St Chad's church 

would be most appropriate for such worshippers as there are several wells 

and springs in the immediate vicinity of the church along with a well within 

the churchyard. Many Celtic religious sites were situated in woodland 

groves and at this time the area around the church was probably well 

wooded. St. Chadôs church may in fact be sited in a Celtic nemeton - a 

sacred grove. 
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 Early churches were often established on pre-Christian religious sites. 

The early Christian missionaries under Abbot Mellitus in A.D.602 were 

exhorted by Pope Gregory to utilise pagan sites to found new churches. 

'The temples of the idols among that people (the English) should on no 

account be destroyed. The idols are to be destroyed, but the temples 

themselves are to be aspersed with holy water, alters set up in them and 

relics deposited there'. This was so the local people could continue to use 

those places they were accustomed to frequent for religious purposes. 

Therefore this rather secluded location may represent continuity of a sacred 

place stretching back at least one millenium and perhaps, as much as two 

thousand years. 

 Although there is no architectural evidence in the fabric of the present 

church of St Chad earlier than the 14th  century, there are the remains of a 

Saxon cross of the Mercian style, c.750-900 AD. The Saxon church was 

probably no more than crude timber or stone 'shed', or even simply an 

uncovered standing cross within an enclosure. Here the local priest would 

have preached, celebrated mass and performed other church rites, and 

buried the dead in grounds around. The dedication to St. Chad is one that is 

often associated with Anglo-Saxon churches reflecting early traditions of 

missionary work in the area and may indicate a long-standing episcopal 

link. Chad, or Caed, was a seventh century missionary who was educated at 

Lindisfarne and sent by St. Columba to preach Christianity to the peoples 

west of the Pennines. In 667 AD he became bishop of the Mercian people 

and died in 673 AD in which year he was made a saint. Other churches in 

Cheshire which have the same dedication are: Chadkirk, Farndon, 

Tushingham, and Wybunbury. In the early tenth century, Farndon was a 

royal estate and the church at Wybunbury may have associations with the 

Mercian royal house as it belonged to the diocese based on Lichfield, 

Chad's episcopal seat, close to the 

royal residence at Tamworth. It 

may be that St Chadôs church was 

originally within a royal estate or 

one of the bishop's holdings. 

 St. Chad's church may have 

been a minster church. Such 

churches were founded by kings, 

queens, bishops or members of the 

Saxon aristocracy, and sited close 

to the caput of the manor with the 

territory of the lord's estate 

determining the extent of the 

parish. At these monasterium, a 

priest or a collection of clergy, part 

of the bishop's familia, would 
 Fig: 5   The fragment of a Saxon Cross 

in St Chad's church. 
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Fig: 6   The Domesday entry for Over. Translated and expanded  it reads: óThe 

same earl holds OVRE. Four freemen held it as 4 manors. There 1 hide pays 

tax. Land is  5 carucates. There 1 radman with 1 plough. Woodland half a 

league long and as wide. Value was 6 shillings, now 5 shillings. 

 

 

share a communal life and be responsible for the cure of souls within the 

lord's estate and associated parish. Although in the post-Conquest era, with 

the exception of Wettenhall and Oulton, the whole parish of St Chadôs was 

in the hands of the Norman earl of Chester, as the antecessor of the Earls of 

Mercia. However, so far as is know, there was no royal or noble ownership 

in the area prior to the Conquest which could be an argument against this 

being a minster church and parish. The Earls of Mercia certainly had 

interests in this part of Cheshire: they held the important salt towns of 

Middlewich and Northwich: they held the neighbouring manor of 

Alpraham in the ancient multi-township parish of Bunbury, and they held 

the important manor of Weaverham immediately to the north. It is feasible 

for the parish to have been a comital estate before being split into four 

manors in the mid-11
th
 century as recorded by the Domesday Book. 

 

 

Domesday Book and the Norman Earls 
The church is not mentioned in the Domesday Survey of 1086, however it 

may be presumed it was contained under the heading of the estate named 

óOvreô, which had consisted of four small, unnamed Saxon manors. It is 

from this time onwards that the parish associated with St Chadôs became 

known as Over. In the 13th  and 14th  centuries, what was known as the 

manor of Over and Darnhall contained a number of dispersed settlements ï 

Merton, Swanlow, Mers, Woodford, Hepden, Blakeden and Bradford, any 

of these may represent  other early manors. Also within the parish bounds 

lay the manors of Wettenhall and Budworth which are specifically 

mentioned in the Survey, as is Conersley, then a member of the manor of 

Weaverham, on the northern border.  

 

 The actual Domesday entry for Over tells us very little. Before the 

Conquest the four unnamed manors had been held from the Earl of Mercia 

by four anonymous freemen. There was enough arable land for five plough- 

teams (about 600 statute acres) though only enough for one plough was 

being worked by an individual described as a radman ï that is a person 

who performed services on horse back for his lord. It seems that between 

1066 and 1086 the Saxon population of the four manors had moved away 
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for some reason leaving the one individual, who presumably had a family 

and servants, to make what he could of the available land. Much of Over 

was wooded and we are told that there was a wood half a league (about 

1200 yards) long and the same wide. In reality the woodland would not 

have been rectangular and the measurements would have been a general 

approximation. The lack of resources and population is reflected in the 

value of the manor. Originally the four small manors had been worth six 

shillings but by 1086 the value of the estate was worth five shillings. 

 The new lord of the manor was the powerful earl of Chester, Hugh 

dôAvranches, commonly known as Hugh Lupus (the Wolf) or Hugh the Fat. 

This powerful lord, a cousin to William the Conqueror, was granted the 

whole of the county of Cheshire together with a substantial portion of 

North Wales as an important frontier fiefdom. Much of the county was 

divided up by him into large óbaroniesô and awarded to his retainers, but 

some manors, such as Over, were retained in his own hands - his demesne 

lands. Here the unnamed radman and his family would have farmed the 

land from a house near the church, perhaps occupying the manor house, 

which was probably where Church Hill Farm is today. 

 During the time of successive Norman Earls their manor house was 

transferred to a location more remote from the village that had developed to 

the present-day Darnhall, to create a hunting lodge with the lands around it 

being emparked to provide for hunting pursuits.  

 The area chosen was originally a croft known as Woodford. Earl 

Ranulph III, c.1220, or perhaps a little earlier, granted to Robert son of 

Thurstan a croft situated along the banks of the Ash Brook called 

Woodford which his father had previously held. The family who were 

settled here for at least three generations adopted the name Woodford. A 

second charter, dated perhaps a decade later, compensated Robert de 

Woodford for the loss of these lands, which had been used to create the 

lord's vivarium, a word which a park or hunting preserve. The boundaries 

of the new grant where the family then settled are somewhat difficult to 

trace but they clearly indicate somewhere in the region of Hepden Green, 

where the present Woodford Hall farm stands.  

 At the newly emparked part of Darnhall the lord had his house with 

servants including hunters, a parker, and gardener: he also had a private 

chapel here. It is said that this was a favourite place of residence for the 

Earls of Chester and that the founder, Earl Ranulph, stayed here on many 

occasions. John le Scot, the last of the Norman Earls of Chester, died here 

in 1232-7. It was as a result of his death that the earldom became annexed 

to the Crown by King Henry III and then became vested in his eldest son, 

the Lord Edward, Prince of Wales. In September 1241, King Henry was in 

residence at Darnhall and his son visited the manor in the summer of 1256, 

and on a number of other occasions when in Cheshire. 
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Fig: 7   The location of 13th C. Woodford. The area bounded by the Ash Brook 

and the ditch that was once Woodford became the parklands of the manor of 

Darnhall. The Woodford family being moved further north near Hepden where 

they established their house known as Woodford Hall. 

 

 
 

Fig: 8   The 'ford of Vernun' from which the Woodford family took its name. 

The road leads on to Wettenhall. 
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 As a result of the establishment of this hunting lodge in Darnhall, the 

focus of the manor shifted from the area around the church to this new high 

status location. The remainder of the manor, where the majority of the 

peasants would have lived, comprised of the village close by the church 

known appropriately as Chircheton and the hamlets of Swanlow and Mers 

(now represented by Moors Lane). Beyond the village were small hamlets 

on the Over ridge - Blakeden, Little Over, Michel Over, Merton, and 

Helewes where the peasants worked the large open fields each with their 

own arable strips known hereabouts as óloontsô. This greater area continued 

to be known by the Domesday name of Over so that when Earl Ranulf 

confirmed his father's grant of St Chadôs church to the nuns of Chester it 

was referred to as ecclesiam de Huure.  

 

 

Domesday Wharton 
What then of Wharton? This township is mentioned in the Domesday Book 

with somewhat more certainty and we even know the names of the Saxon 

lords - Haregrim and Alfsi. In the pre-Conquest era Wharton was divided 

into two separate manors before being combined into one which was 

granted by the Hugh earl of Chester to one of his Norman vassals Richard 

Vernon. Vernon was the grantee of several manors throughout the county, 

though concentrated on Davenham parish and his castle at Shipbrook which 

all formed his óbarony of Shipbrook. In all there was enough land at 

Wharton for two ploughs (about 250 statute acres) which were being 

worked to full capacity by two serfs and two smallholders for the benefit of 

the lord, as a result of which the dual manorôs value had increased from 

four to six shillings.  

 Following the evidence of Domesday there is little mention of 

Wharton in historical documents. During the Norman period a member of 

the Vernon family granted lands here to the convent of St. Mary, Chester, 

and thence, throughout the medieval period, the identities of the two Saxon 

manors were retained and referred to as Waverton juxta Bostok and 

Waverton juxta Medium Wicum. The Bostock family who were lords of the 

neighbouring manors of Bostock and Moulton, held the first part from the 

barony of Shipbrook, now Wharton Green, the area around the railway 

bridge. The nuns held the other part, though it seems that their estate was 

further divided into Waverton juxta Medium Wicum, the area now known as 

the Nun House estate, and Waverton juxta Overe, the area nearer to the 

river.  
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Fig: 10  Map of Darnhall showing the site of the original Cistercian Abbey 

 

 

 
 

Fig: 9   The Domesday entry for Wharton. Translated and expanded  it reads: 

 



 

 

 
 

Fig: 11  Edwardôs Vow, as depicted in 

an old stained glass window once at 

Vale Royal 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 

The Rule of the Lord Abbot 
 

 

verôs medieval history is dominated by the Cistercian abbey and 

convent of Vale Royal founded in the late 13th  century. Affairs on 

the other side of the river are less well documented and there is 

very little so far known about Medieval Wharton. 

 

 

The Founding of the Abbey at Darnhall 
On 2 August 1270, the future Edward I issued a charter to the abbot and 

monks of the monastery of St 

Mary at Darnhall  that was in 

fulfilment of a vow he had made 

following his miraculous escape 

from a ship-wreck in the winter 

of 1263/4. Civil war between 

King Henry and Simon de 

Montfort delayed fulfilment of 

the promise. During the war 

Edward was imprisoned at 

Hereford Castle and Cistercian 

monks, in their white habits, 

from nearby Abbey Dore 

attended to the needs of the 

royal prisoner. Reminded of his 

vow, and in gratitude to them, 

Edward granted his manor of 

Darnhall to the monks. 

Consequently, in 1266, the 

General Chapter of the 

Cistercian Order authorised the 

inspection of the site at Darnhall 

and a few monks were dispatched from the mother house to take formal 

possession of the lands; monks from Dore were probably resident from as 

early as 1268. The charter issued two years later granted and confirmed to 

the abbot and monks the place where 'the abbey is situate', a location along 

the banks of the Ash Brook, a tributary of the River Weaver, in the very 

heart of Cheshire. It also included 'all enclosed lands, whether in woods or 

fields, all men and animals and anything else that pertained to it', and was 

given just as freely as he had held it. The spiritual endowments made at the 

time were the rights to appoint incumbents to the churches and chapels of 

O 
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Fig: 12  Lands in Cheshire held by the Abbey 

 

Frodsham and Weaverham, with two in Derbyshire. 

 It was soon realised that the original grant was insufficient. During the 

next few decades a number of grants were made by King Edward and local 

lords which spread the abbot's influence further afield. In 1275, the manor 

of Weaverham, which included several dependant townships, was seized by 

the king from its former holder and granted to the new abbey. Similarly, the 

following year, the manor of Conersley (now Whitegate), held by Walter de 

Vernon as a sub-ordinate manor to Weaverham, was granted to the abbey. 

It was this latter grant that precipitated the community's move to a site 

known as Vale Royal where, in August 1277, the foundation stones of what 

was intended to be a great abbey church were laid. In 1280, perhaps in 

order to provide sufficient funds for the community at a time of great 

expense, the manor of Gayton, on the Wirral, was seized from its previous 

owner. Lack of funds is also indicated by Edward's grant, that same year, of 

the advowson of Kirkham church, Lancashire. There then followed, during 

1285, a series of grants of lands at the expense and removal of the previous 

occupiers in Little Over, part of Merton (or Marton), Bradford and Sutton, 

which all lay between the manors of Darnhall and Conersley. Six years 

later, lands in Stanthorne, Lach Dennis, Moorsbarrow and Twemlow were 
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granted by members of the minor gentry families. In 1312, more for the 

sake of convenience than finance, the remainder of the manor of Merton 

was added to the endowment, its owners, who bore that name, being given 

in exchange the more distant manor of Gayton.  

 Urban property was also granted to the monastery. As a result of their 

possession of the manor of Weaverham the Cistercian monks gained houses 

in Bridge Street, Chester, and a number of salt-pits in Northwich and then 

from 1277 until the early years of the 14
th
 century the abbot received the 

profits of that town. Two salt-pits in Middlewich were bestowed in, or 

shortly before, November 1275. In the suburbs of London the Abbot of 

Darnhall obtained houses and rents too.  

 The series of grants made between 1270 and 1285, with that of Merton 

(Marton) in 1312, were such as to create a large, single block of territory 

along the Weaver Valley, some nine miles by four. In this whole area the 

abbotôs will held sway as feudal lord. 

 

 

The Move to Vale Royal 
Despite its having been chosen and inspected with apparent care, the site at 

Darnhall evidently proved to be unsuitable and Edward allowed the monks 

to transfer to a new site. It was by no 

means unusual for changes of site to 

be made. Thirty or more communities 

in England and Wales changed site at 

least once and some minor localised 

changes may never have been 

recorded. Just why Darnhall was 

unsuitable we are not informed. It 

may be that the actual extent of the 

demesne lands at Darnhall may have 

been too small to contemplate the 

building of a fine abbey church and 

that the intended precincts of the 

monastery were too close to the lands 

of the tenantry clustered around St 

Chadôs church. Not that Cistercians 

were normally too bothered by that as 

they had a reputation for up-rooting 

whole communities. It may be that 

moves to do so in the Darnhall area 

were a cause of the friction, disorder 

and hatred that occurred. The nature 

of the soils cannot have been a 

particular factor, for if anything the 

 

Fig: 13  The Concecration Ceremony, 

as depicted in an old stained glass 

window once at Vale Royal 
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Fig: 14  The precincts of Vale Royal Abbey 

 

soils at Darnhall were better to suited to agriculture than the sandy soils at 

Vale Royal.  

 

 The proximity to water may be the key factor behind the move. The 

site at Darnhall was on the east-bank of a brook which flowed into the 

larger Ash Brook. The flow of water may not have been powerful enough 

for the needs of the monks as it was only fed by a few minor drainage 

channels. Certainly there had been problems with the water works at 

Darnhall earlier in the century. The site at Vale Royal lay on the banks of 

the more powerful river Weaver and between two of its major feeders, 

either of which could be led off to flush the drainage channels of the 

monastery or to service a mill leet. Of course, it may simply be that 

Darnhall was only ever intended as a temporary location and that the 

possibility of a more suitable venue had always been considered. 

 Whatever the reasons the monks happened to select a site on the banks 

of the river Weaver within their newly acquired manor of Conersley, about 

four miles away from Darnhall. These lands were then renamed Vale Royal 

óto show that no monastery should be more royal in liberties, wealth and 

honourô. From the autumn of 1277 the new name of Vale Royal seems to 

have been used, though the title Abbot of Darnhall continued for a while 

later. 

 The boundaries of the site were set out and whilst it is difficult to be 

precise about them now they do seem to coincide with identifiable features 



WINSFORD: AHISTORY 

16 

 

in the modern landscape. Starting at the southern tip of Petty Pool, or else 

in the vicinity of Monkey Lodge, the boundary followed down the valley, 

past Earnslow, the site of a medieval grange on the borders of Weaverham 

and Hartford, and then on down through what were the abbeyôs fish ponds, 

that included Rookery Pool, to the river Weaver. The river was then 

followed south to the junction with Petty Pool Brook at Bradford, where the 

boundary turned west to follow the ditch to the mill and thence straight 

back to the start. In all an area of about 200 acres. 

 

 

A Grandiose Building Scheme 

Just before Edward was crowned king he fought in the Holy Land in what 

is known as the Ninth Crusade (1271-2) and played a major part in the 

defence of the remaining territories against the Turkish Baibars and 

Mamluks. He brought back to England a portion of the Holy Cross which 

he gave to the abbey at its foundation to enhance the holiness of the house 

dedicated to St. Mary and St. Nicholas. The chronicler of Vale Royal also 

recorded how Edward sought everywhere for approved relics of the saints 

to bestow on the abbey and how he endowed the abbey with hallowed 

vessels, vestments and precious books. 

 Foundation stones of the great altar at Vale Royal were laid by the 

King, and his queen, Eleanor of Castile, on 13 August 1277. The occasion, 

at the time of Edward's preparations for an invasion of Wales, must have 

been one of great pomp and ceremony. Stones were also laid by the earls of 

Gloucester, Cornwall, Surrey and Warwick, and by other members of the 

nobility. It is said that is was then traditional to place coins under 

foundation stones and this may in fact be so for, during 19
th
 century 

alterations to the buildings last century, two silver coins of the 13
th
 century 

were found under the bases of two old stone pillars. 

 The building began in earnest with funds being provided out of the 

royal revenues from the county of Chester and an initial payment of 1000 

marks (£666.66). Leonius, a royal clerk, was appointed as custodian of the 

works and during his term of office an average of £500 was spent on 

materials and wages annually. The actual construction was supervised by 

Walter de Hereford, a master mason who designed castles in North Wales, 

for which he received two shillings a day. The names of some of the 

masons who worked with Walter indicate that they may have travelled from 

far and wide and have been engaged on other monastic sites: Dore, Furness, 

Roche and Salisbury.  
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Fig: 16  Basil Pendleton's drawing of Vale Royal Abbey, viewed from the 

north-west 

 

 
 

Fig: 15  Basil Pendleton' s drawing of Vale Royal, viewed from the south-west. 
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Fig: 17  Basil Pendleton's foundation plan. In size the abbey church was 

virtually the same size as Westminster Abbey. 

 

 The main building material was stone quarried in nearby Eddisbury. 

Local people, most of them tenants of the Abbot, were employed in carting 

the stone blocks for which they were paid about 2½d for each return 

journey. In the year 1278 over 14,500 return journeys were made by over 

200 different people; sometimes sixty, seventy or even eighty loads arrived 

every day. Timber, used to make planks for the building of dwelling 

houses, workshops and huts, was supplied from Delamere Forest and men 

were paid 2d for a return journey. In 1278, 12,300 boards and 79,000 nails 

were provided. Other commodities included iron from Newcastle, lime 

from Chester, wax, lime, pitch and straw. Wages varied from the meagre 8d 

a week for a labourer to 2s 6d for a skilled craftsman. Marble columns, 

capitals and bases were ordered to be shipped to either Chester or 

Frodsham from the south coast. 

 Three years after the foundation ceremony the community of monks 

moved from Darnhall to temporary quarters in the new Vale Royal Abbey 

precincts. It is thought by some that the monks erected a small chapel in 

which to perform their services whilst the abbey church was being 

constructed: this was the predecessor of the present Whitegate Church. By 

1283, building work had progressed to a state when consecration of the 

building could take place. Anthony de Bec, bishop of Durham performed 

the ceremony in the presence of the king and his court. Twice within seven 

years the majority of Englandôs ruling elite had gathered in the Winsford 

area. 
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Fig: 18  Floor tiles remnants from Vale 

Royal 

 

 Five years later, work began on the cloisters and all seems to have 

been going well until the latter years of the 13th  century when financial 

problems again set in. It is possible that the funds were being 

misappropriated but whatever the 

reason, Edward seems to have lost 

interest in his ambitious project 

and made only meagre grants. 

Income had to be sought by the 

abbey from other sources.  

 The community was left to 

manage a construction programme 

that was far beyond its means and, 

not surprisingly, the house never 

achieved the size or grandeur that 

Edward had intended. The abbey 

only had a community of twenty-

one monks in 1336 and eighteen 

in 1381.  

 It was not until 15 August 

1330 that the abbot and the 

community of monks moved from 

their temporary wooden lodgings, 

then 'unsightly and ruinous' into 

the cloisters of the new monastic 

buildings. Much work still needed 

to be done: the vaults, roof, 

cloisters, chapter-house, dormitory, refectory and other offices, needed to 

be completed.  

 In 1342, Robert de Cheyneston, the new abbot recorded that the abbey 

had debts amounting to £20 and that the granges of Knights, Bradford and 

Hefferston had been damaged by fire, along with the corn that they 

contained. Repairs to the weirs and granges at Darnhall and the lead roofing 

to the choir and north end of the abbey building cost £100. 

 A new phase of patronage began in 1353 when Edward, the Black 

Prince, decided to complete the work his great grandfather had started. He 

granted 500 marks (£333.33) then and a further similar sum five years later. 

Masons were commissioned to work on the structure which was to include 

a 'chevet' of thirteen chapels at the east end. The plan was on a style then 

novel in England and similar to the present day cathedral of Toledo, Spain. 

In 1359, the Black Prince granted the abbey the church of Llanbadarnfawr, 

Cardiganshire, in order to provide funds for costly repairs to the abbey 

church. In that year, a contract was made with William de Hepleston to 

complete the masonry work commenced by the abbot. The work was 

expected to take six years to complete, but, in 1368, Hepleston was still at 
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work for he received a commission from the Prince of Wales to recruit 

masons and workmen to work at Vale Royal. 

 

 

Vale Royal - the largest abbey in Britain 
What did the Abbey look like? Excavations on the site earlier this century 

reveal that the planned length was 421 feet (128.3m), with a nave of 92 

feet, and a total width, across the transepts, of 232 feet (70.7m). Clearly 

these foundations suggest that the largest Cistercian church in Britain was 

being built: larger than Fountains Abbey, and close in size to the largest in 

Europe, Vaucelles, and also to Westminster Abbey.  

 The buildings were arranged around an open quadrangle - the cloistral 

precincts - and naturally the main building was the abbey church. This was 

intended to be a magnificent structure based on a cruciform ground plan 

The east end was formed into an elaborate chevet of seven polygonal 

chapels alternating with six quadrilateral ones that were commissioned by 

the Black Prince and were probably used for the housing of shrines and 

holy relics. As to the overall height one can only surmise that its 

dimensions were suitably grand and in proportion to the plan. A small bell 

tower, to sound the daily offices, was positioned over the intersection of 

nave, transepts and choir, and it has been 

suggested that there may have been two 

small towers at the west-end of the side 

aisles of the nave.  

 To the south of the church, and 

adjoining it, stood the cloisters. These 

formed a quadrangle about 140 ft (42.7 

m) square. The central area would have 

been either grassed or else used as a herb 

garden and around it there would have 

been a walk-way. Within the eastern 

range was situated the Chapter House, a 

place second in importance to the church 

itself, where the business of the abbey 

was conducted and the sessions of the 

manor court held. Within the cloisters 

there will have been the sacristry, 

parlour, dormitories, kitchen, refectory 

and rooms to store the monasteryôs 

provisions. 

 

Around the cloistral precincts there 

would have been other buildings to do 

with the domestic and agricultural 

business of the abbey. It is likely too that 

Fig: 19  A Cistercian monk in his 

white habit 
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Fig: 20  The coat of arms of Vale 

Royal Abbey. They are based on 

the Royal arms of England  with 

three gold coloured leopards 

against a red background , 

surmounted by a silver abbot's  

crozier. 

 

other buildings would have included the abbot's lodgings and 

accommodation for guests and pensioners of the abbey.  

 The whole complex was probably surrounded in some way by either a 

ditch, an earthen bank, or perhaps a wall, with gateways at various 

locations. One of these gates would have been near to the site of the present 

gate in Whitegate. 

 Despite all this it is unlikely that the intended abbey was ever 

completed. Severe gales in October 1360 blew down the nave 'from the 

wall at the west end to the bell-tower before the gates of the choir' - a 

substantial part of the main building. The Black Prince immediately 

arranged for funds to help with the repair work. However, with mounting 

debts and the costs of hospitality provided by the abbey, the funds were 

insufficient. During the reign of Richard II permission was sought from the 

king to reduce the height and width of 

the nave as an economy measure. Little 

further work was then done on the main 

building which, if it ever was completed, 

cannot have achieved the same 

grandiose size that had been originally 

intended. 

 During the following century 

repairs and maintenance was carried out 

to the fabric and, in 1422, an aisle was 

added to the main building. Regular 

grants of timber from the forest of Mara 

were made throughout the fifteenth 

century and into the next. However 

during the fifteenth century the house 

remained in financial difficulties: legal 

disputes, local disorder and poor 

management all contributed to the 

wasting of the abbey. 

 

 

Monastic Strife - unholy rows 
From the time of Edwardôs foundation at Darnhall the peasants and 

tenantry of the manor did not welcome the change of landlord and tried to 

withdraw their labour, rents and other customary services. Disputes 

between the local population and the abbey continued throughout its history 

for, in an effort to extract every detail of his lordship and to make as much 

profit as possible, the abbot sought to interfere with the customary 

arrangements of the manor and to the villeins' way of life. The Cistercian 

practise of consolidating their manors and of enclosing large areas for the 

pasture of sheep and cattle meant the abandonment of ancient manorial 

rights enjoyed by the peasantry.  
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 As early as 1307, there were struggles against the conditions under 

which the local villeins had to live. It may be that with the granting of the 

manors to the abbey the inhabitants suffered social degradation: certainly 

the rule of Cistercians was strict. Some of the conditions imposed on the 

peasants were as follows. No woman was able to marry outside the manor 

or outside her condition of bondage without permission and a charge; when 

a woman became pregnant she had to make a payment to the lord; men and 

women could be punished for sins committed or else make a suitable 

payment; none could work for another without the lord's consent but were 

required to work for him at his will; the holding and working of land 

outside the manor was restricted; a man was not permitted to advance his 

son in holy orders without special permission; trespasses against the lord 

could lead to imprisonment or an unlimited fine; horses owned by the 

peasantry could not be sold without permission and peasants were not 

allowed to dispose of their property by means of a will or by gift as all their 

goods belonged to the lord. Objections to the conditions of bondage, refusal 

to grind their corn in the lord's mill and objections to restrictions on the 

leasing of their lands led perhaps many to suffer heavy financial penalties 

and imprisonment and created much ill will. 

 It seems that monastic life itself had a sinister aspect at this time. 

About 1311, a warrant was issued to the sergeants of the peace to arrest 

Abbot John and several monks who had been accused of harbouring a gang 

of notorious robbers which included one of the monks. Such activities 

would certainly not have endeared them to the local community. 

 In 1320, dissension led to murder when one of the abbot's servants, 

John de Budworth, was attacked and killed in Darnhall; his head being used 

as a football by his attackers who were members of the Oldyngton (Oulton) 

family. A similar fate might have befallen Brother John Lewis, the abbot's 

cellerar, had he not been so speedy. On his way home from Chester he was 

ambushed and attacked in Tarvin by Robert de Winnington and his 

brothers.  

 General hatred of the abbot and his rule over the area of the Weaver 

valley erupted into open rebellion. The Ledger Book of Vale Royal Abbey 

records a case against a large number of the tenantry of whom ten were 

singled out for special mention. Each were aggrieved at Abbot Peter's rights 

of lordship over them. These people and others banded together to declare 

their opposition but it seems that their conspiracy was reported for they 

appeared before the manor court held at Marton on 6 May 1329. At the 

hearing held before the abbot's steward, the abbot gave evidence in person 

of the trespasses he had suffered. The ten defendants were so aggrieved that 

they began an armed revolt before being subdued and taken in chains to 

Weaverham prison. On the following Friday, 13 May, all the accused were 

assembled together in the court held at Darnhall and were required to 

surrender their goods as pledges of future good conduct and to make an 

offer of £10 as a penalty. Out of leniency Abbot Peter accepted £4 to be 
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Fig: 21  The site of Vale Royal in relation to the forests of Mara and 

Mondrem which covered the land between the rivers Gowy and Weaver 

 

paid in two instalments.  

 The most notable instance of rebellion against the abbot occurred in 

1336. The persistence of the tenantry to seek justice led to both legal and 

illegal actions and adventures outside the County. A number of men from 

the manor of Darnhall, went to Chester to plead before the justiciar of 

Chester that they were freemen who were being made to endure villein 

services illegally by the abbot. They returned to face the abbot whereupon 

they were shackled in Over prison until they acknowledged their servile 

status. With the excuse that they were embarking on a pilgrimage to 

Hereford some tenants set off to seek out the king. At Westminster they 

presented a petition setting out their grievances. In response the king wrote 

to the justiciar of Chester and ordered him to enquire into the matter. He 

found in favour of the abbot and instructed him to punish his bondsmen. 

They appealed again and lost again but this time the justiciar suggested that 

the appellants be punished in an exemplary manner so that they would not 

"clamour the king again". But they did just that. The king was again sought, 

this time in Windsor, and complaints were laid against both the abbot and 

the justiciar. The king instructed his son, Edward, Prince of Wales and Earl 

of Chester, to assist.  

 Encouraged the villagers returned home and a little while later about 

thirty of them attended the County Court to present their case. Once again 

judgement was given against them. Next, some of them sought Queen 

Phillipa who instructed the abbot to leave them in peace. Abbot Peter then 
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decided to seek an audience of both the king and queen. At King's Cliffe, 

Northamtonshire, the abbot was able to present all his charters to prove his 

rights over the men of Darnhall and won his case convincingly. Hearing the 

news the defeated villeins, with members of the Venables family, who had 

their own private scores to settle with the abbot, came upon the abbot and 

his retinue on the journey back to Cheshire. At Exton, Rutland, on 24 June, 

a fight ensued in which the abbot's groom was killed and the abbot himself 

was nearly slain. All involved in the affray were arrested and taken to 

Stamford where, on the following day, after local enquiry, the Abbot and 

his party were allowed to go, leaving the bondsmen in chains. 

 Those who attacked the abbot were ordered to surrender all their lands, 

goods and chattels and had to make a most abject submission to the abbot: 

for many Sundays thereafter they were required to stand in the choir of the 

Abbey, before the assembled monks, with bare heads and feet, and offer 

wax candles in token of their subjection. So ended a particular episode of 

civil disorder in Over and Darnhall, but more was to come.  

 In 1340, the Abbot Peter came, not unsurprisingly, to a violent end; he 

was murdered by local people including a member of the Venables family 

and in the same year a number of men burnt the abbot's houses in Chester, 

destroyed crops and stole a great quantity of goods and animals. 

 Life in and around the abbey was far from tranquil for both the monks 

and the local population. The abbey lay within the Forests of Mara (part of 

Delamere) and Mondrem and as that would impose severe restrictions upon 

the monksô freedom to exploit their lands immunity from the Forest Law 

was granted within the manors of Over, Conersley and Weaverham. But the 

abbot's natural desire to exercise his rights in or near to forest land led to 

disputes with those whose duty it was to administer the laws - the 

hereditary foresters and under-foresters. In 1328, the abbot had to 

personally petition the king in Parliament because forest officials were 

denying him his rights. He succeeded and charters declaring the rights of 

the abbey were read out in the County Court. 

 The monks had the right to clear their woodland for cultivation, to take 

timber and fallen branches for building and fuel, to have a beekeeper, to 

quarry stone and to take what was needed for the manufacture of glass. A 

particular problem was one of taking timber and it does seem that here the 

abbey exceeded its rights. In 1357, the Black Prince felt obliged to reduce 

those rights to the taking of timber for maintenance only and the use of the 

branches of those trees so taken for firewood. Pasture was limited to their 

own townships and not to the lands in the Forest generally. 

 It was not always people of lower standing who had problems with the 

abbot. Disputes with neighbouring landowners seem to be commonplace. In 

1375, there were incidents of fighting between the abbot and the Bulkeley 

family who held lands at Eaton across the river Weaver. In 1394, Abbot 

Stephen was accused of giving refuge to the murderer of a member of the 

Bostock family and in the following year Adam de Bostock in his feud with 
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Fig: 22  The location of Vale Royal Abbey's glass work in Little Budworth. 

Abbot of Vale Royal was twice bound in sum of £200 to keep the peace: 

the abbot likewise. On one of these two occasions the incident involved the 

Bostocks in attacking the abbot's mill at Darnhall. The other involved a 

mob, led by the Bostock family halting a visitation to Vale Royal by the 

abbots of Oxford, Croxton and Dieulacres. Two of the gang were in fact 

monks, one of whom was later accused of rape and the other of theft from 

the abbey. 

 In 1395/6, an Inquisition was held into the mis-handling of the abbey's 

affairs at which evidence was given on oath by jurors headed by the 

Bostock family. It was alleged that over a nine year period following the 

accession of King Richard II, the abbot had leased, sold, granted or 

otherwise destroyed much of the abbey's property. Specific mention is 

made of the granges of Darnhall, Knights, Bradford and Hefferston, and the 

felling and selling of huge quantities of oak trees. It would seem, therefore, 

that the abbey's affairs were in a desperate state and that its abbot, Stephen, 

was incapable of proper management. In addition, during his period of 

office, the abbot was accused of harbouring members of his household who 

had been accused of criminal offences, of allowing a prisoner to escape and 

of taking bribes. 

 Matters did not improve in the next century and the character of the 

abbots remained consistent. In 1424, one of the abbey's servants was 

accused of an armed attack on the prior and five years later arrests were 
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ordered of those who had sought to violently interfere with the election of 

Abbot Henry Arrowsmith. This particular abbot seems to have been of 

particularly bad repute. In 1436 a visitation was ordered to examine the 

affairs of the abbey and the conduct of the abbot who had been accused of 

an offence of rape at Over three years earlier and of harbouring an outlaw 

in Merton in 1435. The visitors feared for their safety and sought protection 

from the sheriff. In 1437 Abbot Henry suffered a violent death at the hands 

of an armed band of men from Lancashire, Derbyshire, Staffordshire and 

Cheshire. They were led by George Weaver of Weaver and included the 

vicar of Over, then Richard Astull, who drove a sword through the abbot's 

throat several times. 

 The abbey was taken into Royal protection and management of affairs 

was handed to Humphrey, earl of Stafford; it was said that £1000 was 

needed to repair the waste caused to the estate. But local feuds and disorder 

continued despite Royal protection. In 1446, Onston Mill and other 

possessions were seized by gangs of local men and orders were issued to 

have the offenders imprisoned. In 1448 Hugh Venables was imprisoned for 

destroying one of the abbey's mills, taking cattle and threatening the abbot's 

life.  

 There was also internal disorder too. There is a case of theft by monks 

from the abbot and of the abbot being driven from the precincts due to the 

conspiracies of laymen and monks. In 1455 the General Chapter of the 

Order instructed two abbots to investigate the affairs of the abbey which 

was described as being a 'damnable and sinister regime'. They may have 

changed matters for the better as thereafter there is little evidence of 

disorder either outside or inside the abbey. Though later, in the two decades 

before the Dissolution there were power struggles over the election of 

abbots and involvement in local family feuds by those abbots which 

involved bribery and corruption. 

 In fairness, Vale Royal was not an exception in experiencing such 

happenings: social discontent was widespread at this time and other 

monasteries suffered similarly. However Vale Royal is perhaps different in 

that the disruption and unholy rows with neighbours continued for so long 

during the mediaeval period.  

 

 

Agriculture and Industrial Enterprises 
Despite all the social unrest the abbey of Vale Royal managed to provide 

itself with sources of income from agriculture, industry and trade. 

 Several granges, or outlying farms were established at Darnhall, 

Marton, Knights, Bradford and Hefferston, near Weaverham. From here the 

abbeyôs servants worked the fields and managed the animals. Cereal crops, 

peas and other legumes were grown. In the orchards they had apples for 

there is mention of cider being sold just prior to the monks arrival at 

Darnhall. Also barley will have been grown and brewed to create ale. 
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 The monks had herds of cattle. In 1283 the abbotôs agents were 

purchasing cattle from as far away as Essex, and in 1303 the abbot was 

fined for allowing 220 cattle to stray into the forest. In 1330 gifts to the 

abbey included six oxen (presumably for ploughing purposes), six calves 

and four dozen sheep. 

 Sheep farming was a particularly important activity for the white 

monks of Vale Royal. Wools was used to make their habits and blankets 

and the milk could be used to produce cheese. Surplus wool was used as a 

cash crop and the Cistercian earned an international reputation as sheep 

farmers and traders of fleeces. In 1275 Abbot John of Darnhall had a 

contract with a dealer from Caudray in Belgium to supply twelve sacks of 

ógood wool of the better crop of Herefordô and as good as that from Dore 

for a price of nine marks a sack. The wool had to be sent to Hereford to be 

dressed prior to shipping via London. In 1297 a Florentine wool merchant 

recorded that Vale Royal produced six sacks of wool a year which suggests 

that the flock numbered about 1500. 

 A corollary of sheep farming was fulling. The earliest reference to a 

fulling mill is in 1341 though itôs likely to have existed long before that. 

The mill was located in what is now Whitegate village. Similarly one may 

deduce that cattle rearing meant the presence of tanning and tan yards a 

process carried out at Bark House Farm by a family who were known by 

the name Barker. Leather and leather goods such as shoes were probably 

sold through the abbeyôs shops in Chester which were located in a part of 

the city known for that trade. 

 

Fig: 23  A lease of the Knights Grange estate granted by Abbot John to John 

Smythe, a Yeoman of the Guard, dated  28 August 1537.  Field names 

mentioned remained in use until the early 20th century. 
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Fig: 24  Knights Grange. Today it is a public house.  

 

 

The Tenants and their Fields 
The people of Over and Darnhall were dispersed among several hamlets 

during much of the medieval period. From their homes they laboured in the 

fields producing cereal crops and legumes for their subsistence and for the 

abbotôs profit. Medieval farming practises involved three or four large open 

fields in a township which were divided into arable strips, each being held 

by the tenants. Tenants might have a number of strips in one field or 

scattered among a number of fields.  

 Between the modern High Street and the border with Weaver township 

to the south there were four small valleys running down to the river 

Weaver, each with a small stream emanating from a spring on the side of 

the sandy ridge. These were Denelden, Schotwallden, Chyrchden and 

Olreden: it was in the third of these that the church stood. On the ridge 

itself, on the spurs between the valleys and between the lanes, lay the open 

fields divided into strips held in severalty by the tenantry. 

 The road layout was probably much as we know it today with a main 

highway running along the line of the modern Swanlow Lane. Joining this 

was a lane coming in from Wettenhall and known in the middle ages as 

Dernelenes. A lane from Middlewich ascended the ridge from a crossing 

point below Stocks Hill passed north of the church. In part this probably 

known as Bradestrete, the 'broad street'. The modern lane which provides 

access to the church will probably have then been a swampy area in the 

vicinity of a spring from which the stream ran down past the church. The 

lane from Middlewich forked on Stocks Hill, crossed the stream and then 

ascended the ridge near to the Olreden and along what is now Welsh Lane. 

Another route may have gone from Stocks Hill towards the Denelden and 

then on towards the borough of Over.  

 In the area of the present public house called 'The Old Star' was the 

hamlet of Churchton the largest area of settlement in the parish. In the mid 

fourteenth century there were thirty-three known messuages and fifty-two 




















































































































































