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Opposite The Meols shore looking west,
showing the former Hoyle Lake.
Photograph courtesy of National Museums, Liverpool.

BEFORE THE STORM
EDWIN COLYER

o appreciate fully Merseyside’s connection to the sea, pick a clear day,
and explore the coast around Hoylake. The adventurous can walk out
to Hilbre Island and admire the unfailing flux of the tides. The sands
disappear, the waves cut you off; you are left on the exposed rocky
outcrops until the tide retreats. If you are feeling fit, then climb to the top of
Leasowe Lighthouse. From here it is easy to see the area’s maritime heritage;
tankers cut across the Irish Sea and Liverpool glitters on the opposite bank of
the Mersey estuary.
For the less energetic, just take a stroll along the sea wall. Enjoy the
breeze, watch the shrimpers and try to spot an oystercatcher probing the
flats. But do not ignore the sea defences themselves, for the imposing
concrete structures that line the coast have played a key role in a story that is
only just coming to light: the sea wall has halted coastal erosion along the
North Wirral coast, but it has also led to the destruction of one of Britain’s
most fascinating archaeological sites.
Locals on the Wirral know Meols (pronounced ‘Mells’ from the Norse for
‘dunes’) as more or less a suburb of Hoylake. But among archaeologists, this
name means so much more. The discovery of vast numbers of archaeological
finds and the evidence of dwellings and buildings in the sands around Dove
Point suggest that this site was once a busy port and probably played an
important role in trade and the economy of the Mersey region.
The first clues about the significance of Meols began to wash ashore in
the 18th century. Expansion of the docks at Liverpool and dredging in the
Mersey estuary changed the coastal dynamics of the region and altered the
erosion patterns along the Wirral shore. As the sea began to eat away at the
dunes, it uncovered a stash of ancient artefacts. From the late 18th century
and through the 19th century locals regularly picked up trinkets – arrow
heads, coins, brooches, buckles, jewellery – and all manner of other
treasures from the sands at low tide.

T

The first earnest collector of these curios was a merchant from Liverpool,
Mr P Ainslie. However, the archaeological significance of the finds was first
recognised by Rev Abraham Hume, a typical Victorian antiquarian. During a
visit to Hoylake parsonage in 1846 he noticed a small collection of finds
gathered by Mrs Longueville, the parson’s wife. In his book Ancient Meols of
1863, Hume recounts: “It appeared that these and numerous other metallic
articles had been found by an old man of the village … [who] had amused
himself at intervals with picking up curious piece of metal when the tide had
retired. He did not attach much importance to them, and the best of them
were given to children as toys.” Hume gathered together as many of the
items as he could borrow and, later in 1846, he gave the first formal
exhibition of the finds. Ancient Meols had made made it into academia.
A number of other gentlemen historians and collectors quickly took an
interest in the site, each amassing their own collection of finds. But it is Hume
in the 1870s who first begins to wonder just what kind of a place Ancient
Meols may have been. He is the first to rule out shipwrecks or the suggestion
that the objects were carried down the Dee from Chester and deposited on
the North Wirral shore. Instead he firmly believes that the finds have been
uncovered from the remains of an abandoned settlement which used to be at
Dove Point, and he notes the outlines and remains of old buildings that are
visible in the sands at the lowest tides.
Speculation and discussion amongst this burgeoning population of
‘modern’ archaeologist was rife. But in the 1890s the local authorities built the
first sea wall. The rapidly eroding coastline was saved, but Meols was lost: the
sea wall once again changed the water currents and the secrets of this ancient
settlement were washed out to sea. The Rev Hume and his generation of early
archaeologists eventually died and Ancient Meols was all but lost – again.
The recent work of Dr David Griffiths from Oxford University and Dr Rob
Philpott from Liverpool Museum is once again brings Meols back into the
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open. “I’d been looking at some of the finds from Meols in our collection
over a period of 20 years,” says Philpott, “and I was always struck that the
site was probably very important. But as the finds are scattered in collections
across the entire Northwest and beyond, it was difficult to know how to
assess and analyse them properly. In 1999 we decided to collaborate and
catalogue all the finds in detail as a starting point for their subsequent
historical analysis.”
Griffiths agrees that the complete cataloguing of the Meols finds was a
critical starting point. “There was no particular point when Meols was
discovered in the way that Tutankhamen’s tomb was found by the glint of
gold. The cataloguing was essential to bring Moels out of its latest period of
obscurity and to discover how it fitted into the bigger picture of our heritage.”
The cataloguing project was a formidable task, locating, identifying,
describing and photographing more than 3000 objects. “One thing that this
project did was to allay our fears that the Meols collections were not real,”
notes Philpott. “People have said that there are too many finds, too many
exotic things. But our understanding of artefacts has caught up with Meols.
Coins from pre-Roman Carthage and Celtic Brittany are certainly highly
unusual, but not inexplicable.”
Viewed in their entirety, the Meols finds provide a tangible chronology of
the ancient site. The tree stumps in the Dove Point sands, along with the finds
of Stone Age flints and Bronze Age pottery suggest that between ten and
three thousand years ago this low lying coastal area would have been
covered in dense forest. Our ancestors roamed the region, gathering berries
and plants, catching wildfowl and fish on the plentiful coastal wetlands, and
venturing into the forests for elk and wild boar.
Ancient Meols probably became settled permanently sometime between
500 and 0BC. The site was situated between the natural borders of the Dee
and the Mersey and the political borders of three Celtic tribes – the

Deceangeli of the North Wales coast, the Brigantes of Lancashire and
Cumbia and the Cornovii of Cheshire and Staffordshire. Meols was perfectly
placed for inter-tribal and international trade.
Along with the rustic ironware typical of this period, the Meols collections
also contain coins from Carthage, Brittany and some very early Roman
material possibly dating from before the conquest of Britain. “These
apparently unusual items fit in with what we now know about Iron Age trade
routes,” explains Griffiths. “Meols was probably one of the stopovers for
maritime traders following the western coast of Britain. It is the only identified
Iron Age port in the Northwest. It was probably a major point in the region
for regional and international maritime trade.”
The Meols site has produced a rich variety of objects spanning the entire
Roman period, too. The discovery of coins and military paraphernalia like
belt buckles and brooches suggest that in its earliest Roman days Meols may
have been a military outpost. However, the military presence soon appears to
leave (favouring the ‘bright lights’ of the rapidly growing military town of
Chester), yet Meols thrives. Roman material includes glass, pottery, and more
than 70 brooches and 120 coins. Meols was a diverse and colourful port in
an area that was otherwise economically underdeveloped. It was probably
the place where the indigenous Britons continued to trade (and avoid the
Roman taxes that would be levied in the port of Chester).
After the Romans, the Saxons and the Vikings continued to use Meols as a
major port and trading post in the region. In particular, after the Vikings were
ousted from Dublin in 902AD, a large number settled on the Wirral. The
Mercian Queen Ethelfleda gave permission for the Norse leader Ingimund and
his peoples to settle peacefully on the peninsular. The Wirral functioned as a
semi-autonomous state, and even had its own parliament at Thingwall. As a
port, Meols linked the Wirral Vikings to their scattered country folk, part of a
trading network that included Dublin, York and Scandinavia.
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Right Plate showing Roman brooches
from Abraham Hume’s Ancient Meols.
Photograph courtesy of National Museums, Liverpool.

But whilst the evidence suggests that Meols was an important port from its
Iron Age beginnings through to the 10th century, the number of finds from this
period are small compared to those from Medieval times (12th – 16th century).
The variety and number of objects recovered from Meols for this period is
second only to London, and far greater than the collections from well
established medieval towns such as York or Bristol.
During this time Meols seems to enjoy modest prosperity. The finds from
this period include a large quantity of personal effects, such as buckles,
brooches and pilgrim badges from Rome, France and Canterbury. Crucibles
and some unfinished items provide evidence of some local metalworking,
suggesting that the settlement’s permanent population has expanded. It is
impossible to say how many people lived there at any time, notes Griffiths
however. “It could have been as many as 30 or 40 households, perhaps, but
always against a backdrop of seasonal activity with fairs and markets swelling
numbers to many times this figure.”
Then suddenly it all comes to an end; no objects have been retrieved from
later than the early 16th century. Philpott thinks the end was probably
catastrophic, and suggests the possibility of a dramatic sandstorm. “Climate
change from warm to colder temperatures led to tremendous winds in the
Atlantic around this time,” Philpott explains. “Many of the finds were found
under a preserving layer of sand. The rise of Liverpool across the Mersey and
the encroaching sands were already leading to Meols’ decline. Perhaps a storm
even dumped a load of sand on Meols and buried the settlement overnight.”
“What makes Meols remarkable today is the extraordinary chain of
circumstances that have led to so much stuff being found,” he continues.
“Meols was exceptional in all stages. The sudden abandonment of the
settlement meant that more objects were left behind than if there had been a
gradual decline. Then, buried under sand, more objects than normal were
well preserved. Finally, more were found as the tidal erosion tended to pile
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Opposite Iron spear, axe and shield boss from
Meols; possibly the contents of a Viking grave.
Right top Silver penny of the Anglo-Saxon king
Aethelred II (979-1016AD), minted in Shaftesbury,
found at Meols.
Right bottom A later medieval pilgrim badge in
the form of a Catherine Wheel.
Photographs courtesy of National Museums, Liverpool.

the metal objects into hollows in the sands and people then went
out looking for them. In terms of archaeology and the contribution
Meols has made to our understanding of this region’s past, this
long-forgotten place is of the utmost importance.
“What is most remarkable about Meols is its long and
continuous habitation of 2000 years. During this time it benefited
from its geographical and political location between the Dee and
Mersey. It has always been on the political peripheries, and its
coastal location and protected anchorage made it the ideal site for
maritime trading.”
Philpott believes that as the Northwest’s oldest port, Meols was
probably more significant than documentary evidence (of which
there is very little beyond the Domesday Book) would have us
believe. Perhaps, he wonders, there are still more clues lying
around. Perhaps they are buried beneath the dunes, or even under
that imposing sea wall. “We have plans to go back into the field
eventually,” he says. “If there is still some settlement to find, perhaps
Meols could become the most important archaeological dig in
uncovering Merseyside’s colourful past.”
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