
 

SITE OF OLD ROMAN CAMP GIVES CITY OF CHESTER NAME 
 
Chester took its name from Cheshire, England, Cheshire, England took its name from an 
old Roman camp site. 
 
Nobody argues about these facts.  But historians do disagree as to when and why Chester 
was given its present name. 
 
The Indian name for Chester was Mecoponacka.  The Dutch and Swedes who migrated 
up the river from near Wilmington sometime around 1638 called it Oplandt and Upland 
respectively. 
 
William Penn landed in  1682 and the name was subsequently changed but the difference 
of opinions as to how soon after Penn stepped of the “Welcome” at what is now Front 
and Penn Streets, the name was bestowed. 
 
Dr. George Smith, in his historical writings,  says that Penn changed the name 
immediately upon arrival.  He deplores this and writes, Penn landed at Upland, but the 
place was to bear that familiar name no more forever.  Without reflection, Penn 
determined that the name of the place should be changed”. 
 
Substantiating this belief Smith cites the following quote from Clarkson’s “Life of of 
Penn”, an account published a century after Penn landed; 
 
“Turning to his friend, Pearson one of his own society who had accompanied him in the 
ship, Penn said “Providence has brought us here safe.  Thous hast been the companion of 
my perils.  What wilt thous that I should call this place?” 
 
“Pearson said, “Chester” in remembrance of the city from whence he came.  William 
Penn replied that it should be called Chester, and that when he divided the land into 
counties one of them should be called by the same name” 
 
From this account Smith concludes, “Thus for the mere whim, the name of the oldest 
town, the name of the whole settled part of the province, the name that would have a 
place in the affections of a large majority of the inhabitants of the new province , was 
effaced to gratify the caprice or vanity of a friend.  All great men occasionally do little 
things.” 
 
Commenting further Smith points out that the name Cheshire was given to the English 
location because it was in the vicinity of an old Roman military post.  The Romans called 
it castra - the Latin word for camp.  Cheshire and Chesterwere Anglo-Saxon adaptations 
of this name. 
 
This was a circumstance that probably did not occur to friend Pearson when he selected a 
new name for our venerable town in remembrance of the cit from whence he came.” 
writes the historian. 



 

 
As opposed to the idea that Penn made the change as soon as he arrived is the account of 
Henry G. Ashmeade.  He points out that Penn issued a proclamation three weeks after his 
arrival carrying the dateline “Upland”. 
 
Ashmeade also allows for the use of both Upland and Chester as names for many years.  
He says that the name Chester didn’t completely absorb Upland until about the middle of 
the eighteen  century.  He verifies this in an account written by Bampfylde Moore Carew, 
known as “King of the Mendicants.” 
 
In writing of his adventures, Carew says, “While escaping from banishment in Virginia, I 
passed through Chester in 1739  Chester is so called because the people who first settled 
there came for the most part from Cheshire, England.  The place is also  called “Upland”. 
 
A. Howry Espenshade in his “Pennsylvania lalce Namems” agrees with Ashmeade that 
the name Chester was given after due consideration by Penn. He says that it is doubtful 
whether any persons named Pearson came over aboard the “Welcome”. 
 
As his source of the name’s origin he cites a report for the year 1704 of the Vestry of St. 
Paul’s Chester of Chester.  The report was made to the Society for the Propagation of the 
Gospel in Foreign Parts and contains this significant statement:  “This country and city is 
so called because most of the inhabitants of it came from Cheshire, in England.” 


