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INTRODUCTION




‘What a land of history, romance and beauty this Cheshire is! Will some wizard ever write of it as Scott wrote of the borderland?’


Fletcher Moss (1842–1919)





To cram all that history, romance and beauty into a book this size would be wizardry indeed! I have chosen, therefore, a miscellany of topics from Cheshire’s story that will be of interest to ‘frem folk’ as well as natives.


If it requires a dedicatee, I might choose a teacher from my days at Hartford Primary School. One day, she set our class the task of listing things that Cheshire is famous for, and I incurred her wrath because I could only think of seven or eight, while most of my classmates listed so many that they were calling for extra sheets of paper. In her eyes, I was either too lazy or not proud enough, or both.


So, Mrs Taylor, if you can hear me from the Elysian Fields, all I can say is that, having lived my whole life in Cheshire, lack of pride is no longer a problem, even if laziness still is.


Miss! I’ve thought of some more!


Roger Stephens, 2018





1


HISTORY


BOUNDARY PEOPLE


It could all have turned out so differently.


When, in ad 79, the Roman army reached the mouth of the Dee it must have seemed like the ideal place to establish a fortress. Not only were they driving a wedge between the northern Brigantes and the Cornovii of the Midlands, but they would also control important trade routes and have a port for Ireland and beyond. Dewa (later to become the city of Chester) was built, like other Roman strongholds, in the shape of a playing card, but this one was significantly larger than the standard size. The buildings inside the wall were more imposing than those of other forts, while outside the wall, they erected an amphitheatre grand enough to keep a large population entertained. London’s Royal Albert Hall can accommodate 5,272 people, but in this arena 8,000 or more could sit and watch gladiatorial combat while munching on fast food. It’s true – archaeologists have dug up part of a gladiator’s sword and discarded chicken bones! The amphitheatre, too, is the biggest yet found in Britain.
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Why such overblown dimensions? No one knows for sure, but a look at the map gives us a possible clue. If you were an invader planning to conquer the entire British Isles and create a new province, where would you place the capital? A centrally-positioned port would be ideal; where better than Chester? Some historians have dared to suggest that the Romans intended Dewa to be the capital of Britannia. Had it retained that status, Britain, with a centralized capital, would have developed very differently.


The Angles, when they began to settle the region in the seventh century, probably found the old fort in ruins. It was absorbed into the great midland kingdom of Mercia, forming its insecure, underpopulated north-west corner, always neurotic about invasion by the Northumbrians or the Welsh. The name Mercia means ‘boundary people’, after all. In the late ninth century, this area found itself sitting on a new and more dangerous boundary; that between the English and the Danes. King Alfred and his son Edward the Elder eventually swept the invaders out of west Mercia and introduced the West Saxon shire system to the region. The once-proud kingdom was cut up into shires, each governed, on behalf of the king, by a sheriff. Legeceasterscir (‘shire of the city of legions’) was first drawn onto the map around ad 920. In time, when the legionary connection had been forgotten, the name was shortened to ‘Cestrescir’ and later slurred into ‘Cheshire’.


The Normans became acquainted with the county in 1069, when they came to quell a serious rebellion. Their punishment was brutal and unforgettable: everywhere, dwellings were destroyed (200 in Chester alone), crops burned and people made destitute. A fertile land was turned into a desolate one. To rub it in, two-fifths of the county was afforested; in the great forests of Wirral, Mara, Mondrem and Macclesfield, the welfare of deer came before that of human beings.


In the Domesday Book (1086), Cheshire’s western frontier was not the Dee, as today, but the river Clwyd. For over 500 years, between the reigns of King Offa of Mercia and King Edward I, a great slice of land that now belongs to Flintshire and the county of Wrexham, was in England. And what about that wiggly tail of land on the north-east that appears to have been added on as an afterthought? Why did Cheshire need an appendix of desolate moorland reaching out to the Yorkshire border? That is Longdendale, which had a good road across the Pennines. It may have been added at the insistence of mid-Cheshire salt traders who needed a direct route to Yorkshire, avoiding the tolls that were charged when crossing a county line.


The county’s boundary saw little further change for 700 years. Its position on the Welsh border ensured that its people – largely Britons by blood but English in language and culture – were not destined for a peaceful history. On the contrary, they would win military glory both at home and abroad that would make them, of all people in England, ‘midst proudest, proud’.


THE EARLS OF CHESTER


Having brought the English to heel, the Normans now turned their attention to the Welsh. The towns of Hereford and Shrewsbury had already been made into Marcher Earldoms (military buffer zones that dominated the Welsh border), and Chester now became the third. Successive Earls of Chester were given the task of holding the line against Welsh intrusion, but most of them also took part in military campaigns all over England and across the Channel, usually, but not always, in the service of the king. The Earls held Cheshire and North Wales in an iron grip for 167 years.


At the entrance to Grosvenor Park, Chester, there is a pretty, half-timbered lodge (designed by John Douglas in 1866) whose gables are adorned with carvings of William I and seven of the Earls. They are dressed in chainmail with tunics of red, blue or gold, crowns on their heads and swords in their hands (some now broken or lost). Their coats of arms are shown beneath their feet.
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What benign-looking chaps they are! Starting at the far left, we find King William, who has evidently usurped the place of the first Earl, Gerbod the Fleming. Gerbod, who may well have been in the fight at Hastings, was thrown into the job in 1070, and he had his hands full, controlling both the English and the Welsh. He soon gave it up and sailed off to France, where he was captured in battle and imprisoned, leaving the Earldom vacant.


To the right of William, in a blue frock emblazoned with a wolf’s head, is Gerbod’s replacement, Hugh d’Avranches, another possible Hastings veteran. Born in the small town of Avranches in Normandy, he ruled in Chester for thirty years, and subdued North Wales with such merciless efficiency that he became known as Hugh Lupus (Hugh the Wolf). In middle age, he enjoyed the good things in life, siring many illegitimate children and developing his waistline to such an extent that he could barely walk. When his final illness set in, he decided to repent his sins and become a monk. Four days later, he died, and is buried in Chester Cathedral, under the floor of the Chapter House. Not a nice man.


Next along, with no beard, wearing a little red number, again emblazoned with a wolf’s head, is Hugh’s son Richard d’Avranches. Why no beard? Because he was a teenager when he became Earl. At the age of 26, he lost his life in the White Ship disaster of 1120, and as there was no issue, the title passed to his cousin Ranulph le Meschine (‘the Younger’) the following year. During the interim, Welsh forces swarmed across Cheshire, killing, looting and burning down castles.


Furthest right, looking gorgeous in gold, is Ranulph himself, who held the title for nine years. Cheshire was, at this time, one of the most impoverished counties in England, so as compensation, other estates, scattered all over England and Wales, were added to the Earl’s possessions. No surprise, then, that Ranulph, one of the most powerful magnates in England, spent little time in the county.


Turning to the east-facing gable, we meet his son, Ranulph de Gernon, who was Earl for twenty-five years, during which time England was torn apart by civil war. The Earl, fearful of losing some of his northern estates, rose in arms against King Stephen, then changed his mind and swore fealty to him, then rebelled again. He died in great agony, aged 54, when his host served him poison. And he looks so cute up there.


Ranulph’s son Hugh de Kevelioc was the first Earl to be born on this side of the Channel – in Wales, as his name suggests. Like his father, he could be wayward in his loyalties. He joined a revolt against King Henry II and was captured and imprisoned, but within a few years his estates had been restored to him and he was happy to fight for the king in Ireland.


Hugh’s son, Ranulph de Blondeville, also born in Wales, succeeded him at the age of 11 and held the Earldom for over half a century. Unlike his two predecessors, he had the good sense to remain in the king’s favour and went on to become one of the greatest barons in England. He witnessed the signing of the Magna Carta and, since Chester was a Marcher Earldom, not covered by the document, he drew up a Magna Carta of Chester to appease his own barons. Small in stature, he nevertheless distinguished himself in battle at home and abroad, went on the fifth crusade (1218–20) and built Beeston Castle. Thanks to his dashing reputation and romantic name, he has often featured in novels set in the reigns of King Richard I and King John.


Notice, below the figurine, Ranulph’s coat of arms: three golden wheatsheaves on a blue ground; add a sword and we have the modern coat of arms of Cheshire. Wheatsheaves! Not the most appropriate symbol for such a pastoral county!


Furthest to the right is the last Earl, Ranulph’s nephew John the Scot, son of Prince David of Scotland. He married the daughter of Llywelyn the Great, but died in 1237 at the age of 30, leaving no heir. He had four sisters, but King Henry III quickly stepped in and grabbed the Earldom for himself, ‘lest so fair a dominion should be divided among women’. He gave it all to his son Edward, and, after 1254, ‘Earl of Chester’ became a title given to the heir to the throne. King Charles was created Earl of Chester when he was 9 years old.




The Cheshire motto, Jure et Dignitate Gladii, means ‘By the law and dignity of the sword’.






THE COUNTY PALATINE



The Normans introduced the concept of the County Palatine to England, whereby a powerful Earl swore allegiance to the king but was allowed to rule the county independently of him. Cheshire was chosen for this honour because of its position on the Welsh border; it was to act as a barrier against insurgence, governed almost, but not quite, as a separate realm, independent from England.


The county managed its own affairs with a parliament made up of its own barons and was not represented at Westminster until 1543. In those heady, autonomous days it was not considered strange to use a phrase such as, ‘He left Chester and returned to England.’


Regular fighting began to change the character of Cheshire men and blacken their reputation. A monk of St Albans wrote:




Because of their fickleness the people of those parts are more ready and accustomed to doing such things, because of former wars and local disputes they more readily resort to arms; and are more difficult to control than other people.





In 1400, ‘the liege men of Shropshire’ complained bitterly about gangs of Cheshire men who would misbehave in Shropshire and then nip back over the border to safety:




… for the said county is a County Palatine, and the inhabitants thereof cannot be punished in Cheshire for any crime or offence committed outside that county … even for High Treason.





To make matters worse, outlaws from England found haven here, adding their own criminal DNA to the mix. No wonder Cheshire developed a sense that it was different, independent, even privileged.
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A few of these privileges lingered on for centuries until they were finally abolished in 1830. Even some weights and measure were different: the Cheshire acre covered 10,240 square yards, making it more than twice the size of an English acre. Until the nineteenth century, it was used by farmers all over Cheshire, while the statute acre meant nothing to them.




Inside the porch of Shotwick church (near the spot where a castle once controlled the Welsh border), there are deep grooves gouged into the stonework where archers used to sharpen their arrows.





WHEN CHESHIRE INVADED FRANCE


In the reign of Edward I, a good use was found for those pugnacious Cheshire men: they were transformed into elite troops. Criminals, even murderers, were promised a pardon if they signed up for ‘service in the King’s wars’ – rather like rounding up all the football hooligans in England, giving them SAS training and quietly forgetting about their previous peccadillos. Already battle-hardened, they honed their skills even further in campaigns against the Scots and the French and came to be feared both at home and abroad.


In the mid-fourteenth century they were distinguished from other soldiers by their green and white livery – a short woollen coat coloured in two equal halves, à la Blackburn Rovers. All were strong enough to draw a 6ft bow of flexible yew or wych elm with a draw weight of over 100lb (more than twice that of the bows used today in the Olympics). Their arrows, with flights of swan, goose or even peacock feather, were of light ash with steel heads, able to penetrate chainmail and most kinds of plate armour at 250 yards.


It was the Hundred Years’ War that forged their reputation. At the Battle of Sluys, in 1340, the archers fought on board ships, shooting twenty arrows per minute at the French vessels, while the enemy crossbows could manage only two bolts in return. Many French soldiers died on board their own ships before they could engage in battle.


At Crecy (1346) and Poitiers (1356), an eyewitness wrote: ‘In the vanguard there were many knights and squires of Cheshire in the Prince’s company and noble archers also.’ Archers made up at least a third of the English army in both battles, and the storm of arrows they delivered drove the enemy into confusion, provoking them into desperate, ill-considered charges. Both battles were overwhelming victories for England – well, let’s be honest, for Cheshire – over the French nobility. The shock waves were felt all over Europe.


As the demand for archers increased, each hundred in Cheshire turned itself into a soldier factory, churning out archers and men-at-arms as efficiently as the farms produced cheeses. Horses were needed too, and the county responded by breeding them; every Cheshire man of substance owned at least one stable of horses.


A succession of English kings turned to Cheshire in time of war, but our biggest royal fan was Richard II. In 1387, he awarded himself the title ‘Prince of Chester’, and, a few years later, began to shift his power base from London to Cheshire.


So useful were the Cheshire men that they were paid more than other soldiers and, when they finally hung up their bows, they were rewarded with goods and land. You could spot them by their dress. Cheshire knights and squires wore Richard’s badge of a white hart on their shoulders. Records list many of their names, almost all of them evocative of Cheshire: William Donne de Kelsall, Peter de Legh, Adam Bostock, Richard de Cholmondeley, Ralph Davenport, Thomas de Beeston, etc. As for the rank and file archers, they wore the badge of a gilded crown. Richard selected a small band of them to be his bodyguard, charged with keeping watch over his bedchamber as he slept. In the event of a real threat to the king’s person, a much larger force was ready to be called upon. In Parliament, when the king negotiated with his baronial rivals, these bully boys were there to see that he got his way. When Richard was finally deposed, one of the main charges against him was the behaviour of these tough, arrogant men, whose immunity from prosecution allowed them to rob, rape and murder as they wished.


In 1398, ’for the love he bore to the gentlemen and commons of the shire of Chester’ the king raised the county’s status from Palatinate to Principality, an honour that no other English county has ever received. The glory lasted only until the following year, when Henry Bolingbroke overthrew Richard, reversed his decision and punished the Cheshire men for their loyalty to him.


It was no surprise, then, that when Henry Percy (Harry Hotspur) hoisted the flag of rebellion, most of his army was recruited in Cheshire. The turmoil came to a crisis in 1403, in a field of peas near Shrewsbury – the first battle in which English archers fought one another on English soil. It was not a fair contest, of course: the king’s archers were from England, but Percy’s were from Cheshire. Jean de Waurin (later to witness the Battle of Agincourt) wrote: ‘the sun lost its brightness so thick were the arrows’, and, according to Thomas Walsingham, the king’s men ‘fell like leaves in autumn. Every one struck a mortal man.’


One arrow buried itself in the face of the king’s son – later to be King Henry V. Suffering heavy losses, the entire right flank of the king’s army turned and fled. The battle was as good as won – wasn’t it? Hotspur, true to his name, decided to finish it quickly with a wild charge, but it’s never a good idea to open your visor at a moment like that. He was killed, and after a period of confusion about which leader was dead, King Henry had the victory.


Having seen for himself the prowess of the Cheshire archers, Henry, naturally, recruited them for his own use, although it took time to win them over to the Lancastrian monarchy.


At the Battle of Agincourt in 1415, archers made up at least 80 per cent of the English force and, as ever, a disproportionate number were from Cheshire. Once again, the class system of warfare was turned on its head by bowmen.


Back in the Palatinate, meanwhile, little had improved. Career soldiers, on returning home, found it hard to unlearn their violent ways, and the level of bow crime was still high.


Regarding warfare, more bad news was coming: the best armourers in Europe had been busy, creating breastplates that were lighter and stronger than ever. Arrows were no longer drilling holes through them; they were bouncing off. The bowmen were losing the arms race.


The Wars of the Roses brought division and misery to Cheshire. One of the first great battles was fought at Blore Heath (1459) just a few miles over the Staffordshire border. Many Cheshire men lined up in the Lancastrian ranks, wearing the badge of the swan that, at Queen Margaret’s insistence, had been given ‘to all the gentlemen of Cheshire’. However, a substantial number of their own kinsmen were staring back at them from the Yorkist position. Michael Drayton, in his Poly-Olbion (published in 1612), explained the tragedy that resulted:




There Dutton Dutton kills: a Done doth kill a Done:


A Booth a Booth: and Legh by Legh is overthrown:


A Venables against a Venables doth stand:


A Troutbeck fighteth with a Troutbeck hand to hand:


There Molineaux doth make a Molineaux to die:


Our Egerton the strength of Egerton doth try:


O, Cheshire! Wert thou mad of thine own native gore,


So much, until this day, thou never shedd’st before!


Above two thousand men upon the earth were thrown,


Of whom the greater part were naturally thine own.





Witnesses reckoned that more than half of the 3,000 dead on both sides were from Cheshire, making the result (a Yorkist victory) almost an irrelevance. Sir Thomas Fitton of Gawsworth, a loyal supporter of the House of Lancaster, had sixty-six tenants before the battle and afterwards only thirty-five. A traditional song that used to be sung all over the county, celebrating the triumphs of Cheshire bowmen, was never sung again.


Here is a curious footnote to the story of the Cheshire bowmen. The Shropshire writer H.E. Forrest, in his book The Old Houses of Wenlock (1915), found this entry in the church records:




1543 Feb 21.


Here was buried out of the almshouses John Trussingham, a Cheshire man born, an aged lame man, for on Saturday before departing he said to me, Sir Thomas Butler, Vicar of the Church of the Holy Trinity of Much Wenlock, that he was of the age of seven score years, and I said it could not be so, and he was, as he had said, of the age of four score years at the battle of Blower Heath, and since that, there were three score years (count altogether, said he, and ye shall find seven score years, rather more or less) …





King’s Vale Royal (1656) makes a claim for the longevity of Cheshire folk: ‘The people there live till they be very old; some are Grandfathers, their fathers still living; and some are Grandfathers before they be married.’


But to take part in a battle at the age of eighty? On the other hand, there is the case of Sir George Beeston of Bunbury, who took part in the battle against the Spanish Armada in 1588 and was knighted for his heroism. According to the historian George Ormerod, he was 102 when he died in 1601. Work it out!


BRAVEHEART


It was Thursday, 4 September 1651, the day following the Battle of Worcester. A straggling remnant of the Royalist force, having been routed by the New Model Army, was returning home. The soldiers were almost all Scotsmen, so they headed northward until the road brought them to south Cheshire.


What they needed was a stop for food and rest before continuing their journey. It was prudent to avoid Nantwich, a Parliamentarian stronghold, so they headed for Sandbach, where they arrived at three o’clock in the afternoon. The little town was busy, enjoying a two-day September fair, quite unprepared for the arrival of a thousand armed cavalrymen. What happened next was reported in the weekly magazine Mercurius Politicus:
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The enemy were then supposed to be about 1000 horse, and came through the town of Sanbatch that day, being the Fairday: but the honest townsmen and countrymen perceiving their condition, fell upon them with clubs and staves, and the very poles wherewith they made their stalls and standings; and as they came down they still fell upon them, fetching some from off their horses. They so managed the business, that when the Scots offered to fire, they ran into their houses and as soon as that party was past which had the pistols and powder (there being only the frontiers that had shot) they fell still upon the remainder of the troops and continued pealing and billing them during the passage of all their horse. In this scuffle, the town took about one hundred of them and killed some; as also there were some of the countrymen killed. This relation is given by one who was an eye witness; it being very notable that such men should engage so great an armed body with such instruments. But the Lord had stricken a terror into the enemies’ hearts who minded only the making good of their flight.





According to another report:




The dispute was very hot for two or three hours, there were some townsmen hurt and two or three slain, the townsmen slew about nine or ten and took 100 prisoners, which I have sent to Chester, some of them officers and men of quality.





The Scots tried to get a night’s sleep on a green about a mile away but were again attacked before dawn and fled with no more than a parting shot and a shout of defiance. On the following day, another disconsolate rabble passed through. The townsmen did battle again and took another fifty prisoners, again including officers, whom they locked up in the church.


The soldiers’ horses had become so exhausted that many abandoned them and continued on foot, sleeping rough and foraging for food. Two local men, with the help of a sniffer dog, rounded up another sixteen of the stragglers and added them to the collection. A vicar, invited to preach at the church the following Sunday, wrote:




The poor Scots were miserably used in the country, and so many of them put into the church at Sandbach that we could not preach in it; but I preached in the church-yard both ends of the day, to a great congregation.





Och, the shame of it! Had they simply been English Royalist soldiers, they might have passed through Sandbach unscathed, but these men were also foreigners. They should have heeded William Smith’s description of Cheshire men, written a century earlier:




They are of stomack, bold, and hardy; of stature, tall and mighty; withall impatient of wrong, and ready to resist the enemy or stranger, that shall invade their country. The very name whereof, they cannot abide, and namely, of a Scot.







The nineteenth-century researchers who collected Cheshire dialect words and tried to trace their origins were surprised to find that very few had been borrowed from the Welsh language. One of those few was the phrase ‘dim sassnick’, said of someone who pretends not to understand: ‘It’s aw dim sassnick with ’im.’ Some Welsh people had a habit of replying to an unwelcome question with the words, ‘dim Saesneg’ (‘no English’), whether they understood or not!






WELSHMEN OF EITHER SEX





1515. In this yeare was a fraye betwixte the cittizens of Chester and divers Waylshe men at St. Warburge Lane ende, but lytill hurte done for the Waylshe men fled.





Cheshire’s ancient palatinate status led to an insularity so deep that it took centuries to fade. Until the late nineteenth century, visitors, whether from England or Wales, were lumped together as ‘frem folk’ – undesirable incomers. Some were fremmer than others, however, and the Welsh were the frem de la frem!


This attitude, naturally, was stronger in Chester than elsewhere in the county. The Welsh were the reason for Chester’s existence; why else would you keep the walls in good repair, your arrows sharp and your eyes peeled? The Welsh never did manage to burn ‘Caer’ to the ground, but the suburb of Handbridge, lying on the unprotected side of the Dee, was not so lucky. In Wales they had another name for it: Treboeth, meaning ‘burnt town’. According to one old story, the locals responded by building a wall of Welshmen’s skulls near the river, as a sort of un-welcome mat.


Chester had another form of protection, apart from walls, the longbow and vigilance: the relics of St Werburgh, a Mercian princess who lived in the seventh century. She was canonised on the strength of miracles performed during her lifetime, such as bringing a dead (and eaten) goose back to life. After death, her bones were acquired by the monastery at Chester and preserved in a shrine, where they did a splendid job of protecting the city. When Gruffydd ap Llywelyn, the eleventh-century Welsh King, surrounded Chester with a mighty army, the defenders retaliated by displaying the casket that contained the saint’s remains. When they saw it, the king and his men were ‘smytten with blyndnes’ and forced to retreat.


Richard d’Avranches, who, you will remember, was one of the Earls of Chester, went on a pilgrimage to the shrine of St Winefride at Holywell and was unexpectedly cornered and trapped by a Welsh force. His own troops could do nothing to help; they were stationed at the furthest tip of Wirral, and no ships were available to carry them across the estuary. In despair, the captains knelt and made a heartfelt supplication to St Werburgh. To their joy and astonishment, the waters parted before them like the Red Sea and the relieving force was able to march across to Holywell and rescue the beleaguered Earl.


The best-known example of Chester’s real or supposed antipathy to the Welsh is a proclamation of 1403 that commanded the citizens of the city to keep a close eye on visitors from over the border. All modern Cestrians have heard of it and most take a delight in regaling Welsh visitors with their own garbled versions of it, usually involving longbows or crossbows shooting from the city walls at certain times of the day when there is an ‘r’ in the month. In fact, the text boils down to four instructions:
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