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The main kingdoms of Britain in Bede’s lifetime, with important sites marked.
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Bede’s world: Bede, famously, didn’t travel much, but he did regularly move between St Paul’s and St Peter’s, and visited Hexham and, probably, Lindisfarne.














CHAPTER 1


Plague


We alone remain.’


Although the boy heard the words, he could not drag his gaze up from the grave into which they had lain his friend.


‘Bede.’


The name called the boy back to the present.


‘So many of our brethren.’


Bede nodded. He could not speak. He looked up to the abbot.


Ceolfrith, standing on the far side of the grave, said nothing more. Bede watched as the wind, blowing in from the North Sea, tugged at the man’s rough robe. It was cold, cold as his friend’s body as they had carried him from the monastery to the cemetery, Abbot Ceolfrith holding him under the arms, Bede stumbling and trying not to drop his legs. They had walked alongside each other, the boy’s body, wrapped in its grave cloth, slung between them.


Bede spoke. ‘Sigetreow.’


‘I know,’ said Ceolfrith. He gazed around the little cemetery. ‘I know the names of everyone here. They followed me here and I buried them here.’


‘Sigetreow came from Wearmouth way. He was kind to me when my parents left me here.’ Bede looked at the abbot. ‘I cried when they went away.’


‘That was six years ago. When you were seven.’


‘I still remember. Sigetreow sat with me that night, when I cried and the other boys mocked me.’


‘I was the same age when my parents gave me to the Church.’ Ceolfrith looked at the boy standing on the other side of the grave. ‘Will you promise not to tell anyone what I tell you now?’


Bede nodded, eyes wide at what secret the abbot might share with him.


‘After my parents left me, I cried every night for a four week. I only stopped when the other oblates, fed up with my crying, dumped a bucket of water over me in the middle of the night.’ Abbot Ceolfrith’s face creased into a smile. ‘So, you see, you are already braver than I.’


Not knowing what to say, Bede nodded.


‘Good. I am glad you agree, because I have need of that bravery now.’ Ceolfrith gestured Bede to his side, put a hand on his shoulder and gently turned him so that they were both facing the monastery.


The abbot looked again at the boy standing next to him. ‘The plague has taken all our brethren. We alone remain. If this House of God is to survive, then we must continue its work. What is the work we do here, Bede?’


‘We pray and we sing.’


‘That is correct. We pray for the world, and we sing to the Lord, after the lesson of the psalmist who said, “Seven times a day do I praise thee.” For our prayers and songs, one must ask, and others answer. Now, as we only remain, then I will ask, and you will answer.’


Bede stared incredulously at the abbot. ‘B-but I do not know all the words, Master. I have only learnt some.’


‘You will learn the rest. Of that I have no doubt. One day you shall speak the language of the Bible as fluently as our master, Benedict. But for the moment it will be sufficient to learn the responses.’ The abbot smiled again. ‘You will find that words sung are easier to remember than words spoken.’


‘A-are you sure of this, Master?’ The boy’s face was solemn, eager and fearful at the same time.


‘Yes, I am sure,’ said Abbot Ceolfrith.


Bede nodded. ‘Yes. Yes, I will.’


The man and the boy made their way back along the all-too-worn path from the cemetery to the church of St Paul.


Entering the stone building, the boy paused. The church was silent. Whenever he had come in here before, it had been a place of sound and smell: the voices of the monks, raised in chant, or the cantor singing alone; the scent of incense rising into the roof and, truth be told, making Bede cough and his eyes water.


Ceolfrith pointed to the bucket by the door. ‘Wash your hands. Today, you will touch holy books: let there be no filth upon your fingers.’


Bede laved his hands. The abbot did the same, then led Bede along the nave to the choir area. There, benches lined each side of the church. Bede stopped to look at them.


Seeing him do so, Ceolfrith paused. ‘I miss them, too. Now we must do the work of all, Bede. Are you ready?’


‘Yes, Master, I am ready.’


‘Very well. I will lead, you must make the response. Come, stand beside me. I will show the response in the breviary. You know your letters?’


‘Yes, Master.’


‘By the time we are finished here, you will know the meaning of the words as well as their sounds. But for now, I will help you. Listen, and I will prompt you when you are unsure.’


‘Yes, Master.’


‘In nomine Patris, et Filii et Spiritus Sancti.’


‘Amen.’


The abbot’s finger went to the page of the breviary, underscoring each word as he chanted it. Bede, concentrating furiously, sang the responses.


There were only two voices, but the deep bass of the abbot and the high tones of the boy wound through the church. It was not as full as the sound of the whole choir of monks singing together, but the two voices complemented each other.


At the end of the passage, the abbot lifted his finger from the page and looked down at Bede.


‘Well done,’ he said quietly.


Bede nodded.


‘Ready to continue?’


Bede nodded again.


And the two voices were raised again, the sound of them threading through the deep shadows within the church and rippling in the light that shone through the windows.


*


It’s still there. The church where a boy of thirteen stood beside his abbot, chanting the psalm against the rising dark 1,300 years ago, is still there. The church of St Paul, Jarrow, stands beside the River Don, looking out towards the North Sea. St Paul’s sits at a bend in the river, where the Don’s course turns from the east and runs north, to feed into the River Tyne some 500 yards away over a ridge that is now home to Jarrow Hall, a reconstructed Anglo-Saxon farm and village, as well as a museum to Bede.


Of course, the prospect from the church of St Paul has changed. The church itself has changed. It has been extended and enlarged over the centuries, with little of its original substance remaining. But it has survived. It survived the depredations of the Vikings in the tenth and eleventh centuries. It survived the despoliation of the sixteenth century. The church still stands, as enduring as the ideas of the boy who sang the Office beside his abbot, the sole survivors of a monastic expedition into the wasteland.


There have been many books about Bede in the centuries since his death but few deal much with his life, for the simple reason that there has been very little to tell. The monastic life is, by design, regular and calm. Not much happens and, in the sense of events of moment and significance, nothing much did happen during Bede’s life: he prayed, he sang, he taught and he wrote. One of the very few ‘events’ to punctuate the apparent tranquillity of his life was the plague that struck the monastery at Jarrow in 686, killing all the monks present save for the abbot, Ceolfrith, and, according to the anonymous life of Ceolfrith, one small boy. Faced with the silence of the abbey, Ceolfrith trained the boy to sing the responses to the psalms, and the two of them continued the work of monks, praying through song, until reinforcements arrived from Wearmouth. Historians pretty well unanimously accept that the small boy was Bede, and that the period he spent together with Ceolfrith, holding the monastery in being, cemented a deep and enduring bond between the pair.


St Paul’s, Jarrow, was one half of an unusual double monastery, with its other half at St Peter’s in Wearmouth, and both houses were under the control of a single abbot.


During the rest of his life, Bede seldom stirred from the confines of these two houses. He must have walked the six miles between them many, many times. It’s quite likely that he made the journey just as often by boat, sailing down the Don and into the Tyne, then turning south and hugging the coast to the mouth of the River Wear, where the church of St Peter also still stands, witness to the man who lived and taught and sang in both of them. It’s important to remember that at this time, rivers and the sea were not barriers but highways, roads that were often quicker and easier to travel than their equivalents on land. The peoples to whom Bede traced his ancestry, the Angles, and their cousins the Saxons and the Jutes, had used the waterways of eastern England as channels to cut deep into the country they were coming to, rather as the Vikings would do in the century after Bede’s death.


Because the epithet often applied to Bede is ‘venerable’ there is a tendency to imagine him living to a hoary old age, his hair white, hobbling to the library with the aid of a stick. But the ‘venerable’ of his title actually means ‘worthy of veneration’. Bede lived a good life, certainly, but he was dead at 61 or 62, so he was by no means a particularly old man at his death, even by the standards of his time.


The veneration due to Bede resulted from his work. During the fifty-plus years he spent as a monk, Bede produced a huge body of written work, an output made all the more impressive when we remember how much more difficult it was for the monks of his community to commit words to the page than it had been in earlier times.


The derisory name of ‘Dark Ages’ applied to the period between the fall of the Western Roman Empire and the medieval period (in itself propaganda for apologists of the new fashions of the Renaissance) is almost wholly undeserved. The only way in which the appellation is merited is the lack of historical sources. But this was mainly due to the difficulty in finding a medium on which to actually write anything down. Papyrus, the mainstay of Roman writing, was cheap to produce, available in large quantities and easy to write upon – a bit like paper, really – but it was largely lost to Europe with the end of the Western Empire, and even more so when the armies of Islam conquered Egypt in 642.


For the regions of northern Europe, there was no equivalent to papyrus. Papyrus itself won’t grow in the cold, wet climates of the region. Paper technology, imported from China, still lay in the future. The main mediums for writing were vellum and parchment. Both are made from animal skin. Parchment is made from the skin of calves, goats or sheep. Vellum, a finer writing medium, is made from calf skin. Being made from animal skins, the writing medium was expensive, although it was also more durable than papyrus or paper. In fact, because of this very durability, public Acts of Parliament were written on vellum to ensure their preservation right up until 2015. Since then, public Acts have been printed on archival paper.


Only having access to relatively expensive ‘paper’, writing was necessarily confined to fewer documents. Couple this with a loss of literacy outside the Church, and it’s natural that this period is poorly documented. But beyond the pages of the few books, it was a time of rapid change, culturally and technologically. The slave-based economy of the Roman Empire gave way to the reciprocal obligations of lord and peasant. In Europe, Latin produced the polyglot Romance languages and their respective kingdoms, while in Britain, the Germanic language of the Anglo-Saxons slowly supplanted the Celtic languages of the Britons in the lowlands. And a group of unnamed smiths in Britain set about forging some of the most extraordinary swords ever made, while their brethren specialising in gold and jewels created the unparalleled examples of their craft found at Sutton Hoo and in the Staffordshire Hoard. Indeed, almost all the foundations for what would become England, Wales and Scotland were laid during these obscure centuries.


However, despite these achievements, the political chaos of these centuries resulted in a dearth of documents. For the whole of the period between the supposed departure of the Roman legions in 410 and the arrival of St Augustine in Kent in 597, we have basically three written works: Gildas’ jeremiad against contemporary Britonnic kings and two letters by St Patrick. Gildas, a Briton, writing somewhere between 480 and 550, wrote in excellent, educated Latin, so it was still possible for the native Britons to receive education sufficient to write polished Latin. But even if there were other works produced, they did not survive the dislocations of the time.


Bede wrote the Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (Ecclesiastical History of the English People) in 731. In doing so, he brought Britain, and particularly the kingdoms that would later become England, out of the legends of his people and into history. To a writer, there’s a certain bittersweet aspect of this re-emergence. While England re-entered history, the vast majority of the stories and myths of its people were lost to that history. The most eminent Anglo-Saxon scholar of the first half of the twentieth century, one John Ronald Reuel Tolkien, was intensely aware of this loss and set about writing his own version of these lost tales.1


In the Middle Ages, there developed a vast cycle of tales and poems, known as the Matter of Britain,2 that purportedly told of the past of Britain, but these have their kernel in the stories of the Britons and their heirs, the Welsh, although by the time of the great Arthurian tales they had lost all connection to the historical roots.


The only surviving Anglo-Saxon epic, Beowulf, also tells of the Heroic Age, when men in boats might fetch up on a fresh shore and do great deeds and win for themselves a kingdom or an early grave. People tell stories in different ways, and the ways of legend have truths of their own that have deep resonance within the human soul.


But the ways of history have their place, too. While their roots do not run as deep as those of myth – Herodotus wrote in the fifth century BC while the Epic of Gilgamesh probably first coalesced into a single story around 1800 BC – they now spread far and wide, underpinning much of the settlements upon which the modern world is based. While historians no longer exhibit the sort of hubris that once allowed us to claim to tell the absolute truth of what happened, we can still research the events, examine the motivations and interrogate our own perspective when writing of the past. While no single telling can reveal the whole truth, it might not be a vain hope to think that our many views of the past may come together to reveal something coherent of what went before.


With his Ecclesiastical History, Bede created the most enduring image of England’s past. Historians and archaeologists have spent the last century refracting Bede’s singular vista with their different lenses. Sometimes they have reversed the image, sometimes they have distorted it and sometimes they have refuted it. But Bede’s is the framework upon which the whole endeavour rests, for without him, there is almost nothing.


So that is why I am writing this book. For Bede was the man who, wittingly or otherwise, invented England, and even today we rest upon the foundations he laid.


But the base that enabled Bede to become the towering intellectual figure of his era was laid by another man. His name was Benedict Biscop, and he is one of the most important but least known men in the history of England.










CHAPTER 2


The Making of a Monastery


It had been a long journey. Taking ship from the old Roman port at Richborough in Kent, Biscop (c.628–690) – along with his companion in pilgrimage, Wilfrid, and the cohort of armed men necessary to deter brigands and thieves on the road – had arrived in Francia, en route to Rome. Given a letter of recommendation from Eorcenberht, king of Kent, they had sought out the king of the Franks, Clovis II.


Biscop1 came from Northumbrian nobility; the Baducinga, according to Stephen of Ripon. As such, he had served as a gesith, a member of the warband that travelled with and supported King Oswiu. But in his 25th year, Biscop had decided to put aside the sword and leave the way of the warrior to embark on the pilgrim path to Rome. It would prove a longer road than he could have ever imagined, taking in a new name in religion and more miles than anyone of whom we have record before the Norse sailors of the tenth century.


The obvious place for Biscop to stop for advice on how to make his first journey was Canterbury. The archbishop there was Honorius, the last survivor of the original Augustinian mission to the Anglo-Saxons that had arrived in 597. Traditionally, Honorius succeeded to the archbishopric in 627 (although it’s possible the date was later, around 634). By the time Biscop arrived in Canterbury, Honorius had ruled over the Church for 26 years. He most probably met the young Northumbrian in the spring or summer, for Honorius died on 30 September of that year. Alongside Honorius’s own knowledge of the best routes for a pilgrim to Rome, there was continued contact between the two sees, allowing the clerics in Canterbury to advise Biscop as to his best course.


Biscop sought secular as well as religious advice, seeking out King Eorcenberht. The Kentish royal family had long-established links to the Merovingian kings in France, so gaining Eorcenberht’s help for his pilgrimage would ensure Biscop a welcome when he crossed the Channel.


While at Eorcenberht’s court, Biscop met another young man who was also set on going to Rome. Wilfrid2 was a Northumbrian of equal social standing to Biscop but, it seems likely, considerably greater wealth. He would occupy a crucial position in the nexus between the religious and political worlds in Northumbria for the rest of his life, but here in Kent at the court of King Eorcenberht, Wilfrid was at the start of his tumultuous career. At twenty years old, he was five years younger than Biscop but was similarly set on making the long journey to Rome. As such, it was natural, and safer, for the two men to combine their travelling parties and make the trip together.


With letters of introduction safely tucked away in belt pouches, the two young men set off to one of the Kentish ports to find a ship to take them to France. We don’t definitively know which port they departed from. But they were both young men with a sense of history. What they were embarking upon was something historic in itself: the first pilgrimage by Anglo-Saxon Christians to Rome. To acknowledge that history, and because it was a good place to find a ship sailing to France, a likely site for their embarkation was Richborough, the old Roman port and fortress of Rutupiae. It stands at the origin of Watling Street – in itself a plausible route to the coast – and at the mouth of the Wantsum Channel, which cut off the Isle of Thanet from the mainland, and where the River Stour drained into the Channel. There was a good harbour near the fort and although the fort had been abandoned following the Roman withdrawal, there’s no reason to suppose that the harbour was no longer in use, since it follows maritime logic to anchor there while waiting for the tide to help push the boat out into the Channel.3


Having crossed the Channel, Biscop and Wilfrid made their way south, eventually meeting the king of this new country, Clovis II. The king proved to be a man of like years to the two travellers and, to Wilfrid’s eventual dismay, a man much influenced by his wife, Queen Balthild.4


The distrust Wilfrid felt for the queen was all the stranger because she was a countryman to the two pilgrims. Queen Balthild came from the kingdom of the East Angles. Sold into slavery as a girl, she had been bought in 641 for, as she told Biscop, ‘little money’, but on account of her beauty and wit she soon found herself in service to Erchinoald, the mayor of the Merovingian palace. Among the duties she had to perform was washing the feet of travel-stained lords arriving at the royal court.


As Balthild grew, her beauty became apparent to all, not least Erchinoald. A widower, Erchinoald decided that he would marry Balthild even though she was of low birth. But despite his power, Balthild had no wish to marry Erchinoald and, being a shrewd girl as well as a pious one, she managed to fend off his advances – only to find that she had come to the attention of the young king, Clovis. He had succeeded to the throne at the age of five when his father, Dagobert I, had died. As five was a bit young to actually rule, Clovis’s mother, Nanthild, acted as regent for the first years of his reign. But Nanthild died in 642 when Clovis was still only nine. From that point onwards, Erchinoald became the effective ruler of the kingdom.


With Erchinoald being his chief advisor, Clovis had come to know the mayor’s young cup-bearer, a girl only a few years older than him, and he fell in love with Balthild. Despite Erchinoald’s arguments that it was the duty of a king to marry for the kingdom by taking to bed the princess of an allied realm, Clovis would not listen and, as soon as he came of age at fifteen, he married Balthild, making her his queen.


It was an astonishing rise for a slave girl but one not entirely without precedent in Frankish history. Later chroniclers of Queen Balthild’s life wrote in a noble ancestry to make her appear more legitimate, but the earliest history of her life states that she was of low birth. Her elevation was thus due to her beauty, wit and personality.


Clovis II married Balthild in 648. His queen had been in Francia, in the kingdom of Neustria, for seven years. She did her royal duty, providing three sons to Clovis in quick succession. But Balthild did not forget her origins, nor what she had endured in her early life. She became known for the generosity of her almsgiving, such that Clovis assigned Balthild her own almoner. In a move that indicated how difficult her early life had been, she outlawed the practice of slavery in the kingdom and, to make sure that slave traders could not export their way to riches, she also forbade the export of slaves, while also ransoming many slaves herself, especially young girls.


In 653, when Biscop and Wilfrid arrived in Francia, the royal couple had been married for five years. Clovis was twenty, Balthild a little older. Mayor Erchinoald retained his power. (The mayors of the Merovingian kings grew steadily more powerful, until their office became hereditary, with the mayor wielding the real power in the kingdom and the Merovingian king acting as a ceremonial figurehead. This continued under such notable figures as Charles Martel until, in the end, the mayors decided to make themselves kings in name as well as power, putting aside the Merovingians and becoming the Carolingian dynasty.)


While the travellers from Britain were well received by Clovis and Balthild, it’s clear from our sources that they had very different views of Queen Balthild. Following their departure from the royal court, Biscop and Wilfrid continued south, stopping in Lyon. There, they parted company, with Biscop continuing on to Rome and Wilfrid staying in Lyon as the guest of Bishop Aunemund. According to the biography of Wilfrid written after his death by Stephen, a monk at Ripon Abbey which Wilfrid later founded, Bishop Aunemund was so taken with Wilfrid that he wanted to marry his niece to the young man. As a bride price, Aunemund wanted to give the governorship of a nearby province to Wilfrid. Perhaps after some hesitation, Wilfrid refused. However, in Stephen of Ripon’s Life, the biographer goes on to accuse Balthild of ridding herself of Bishop Aunemund by murdering him and installing her own man. This she did, according to Stephen, to eight other bishops as well.


As a result of Stephen’s portrait of Balthild, this Anglo-Saxon queen of Francia developed a reputation as a cross-Channel Jezebel. But the only source for these claims is Stephen’s biography of Wilfrid: there’s nothing in the French sources to suggest she went around ordering the deaths of bishops. Instead, in her adopted country, Balthild was revered as a saint following her death. So Wilfrid appears to have had some issues with Queen Balthild that were not shared by Biscop or, indeed, the people she ruled in Francia.


There was a thread running through Anglo-Saxon writing, beginning with Balthild and continuing right through to the Norman Conquest, of dread of the machinations of queens behind the throne. It seems to begin in Stephen’s biography of Wilfrid, but it continues with the story of Oswiu’s daughter, Ealhflæd, who poisoned her husband, the king of Mercia, and Offa’s daughter, Eadburh, who married the king of the West Saxons and poisoned him too.


Then there was the royal marriage career of Judith, the daughter of Charles the Bald, king of the Franks. Judith was betrothed to the 50-something Æthelwulf, king of Wessex, when she was only twelve and married him when she was thirteen. Because of the notoriety of Eadburh, the West Saxons did not allow the king’s wife to reign as queen; she was merely the king’s wife. However, a Carolingian monarch such as Charles the Bald was not about to have his daughter serve merely as consort to a king: Judith was anointed Æthelwulf’s queen when she married him. However, returning to Britain, the mismatched couple found that Æthelwulf’s son, Æthelbald, had rebelled against his father. In the end, Æthelwulf and Æthelbald negotiated a compromise, where each took half the kingdom. But then, in 858, after two years of marriage, Æthelwulf died, leaving Judith a widow at fifteen.


However, rather than returning to her father’s court, Judith decided to stay put and marry the new king, Æthelbald, the son of her late husband. This marriage caused dismay among the clerics in Wessex, but there was little they could do about it. However, two and a half years later, Judith’s second husband also died. Although still childless, she had been married and widowed twice by the time she was seventeen. This time, Judith did return home but, as further evidence of what a remarkably independent young woman she was, rather than remaining in the convent into which her father placed her, she eloped with a young nobleman named Baldwin and married him. Outraged, Charles the Bald had his daughter and her husband excommunicated. However, Judith and Baldwin travelled to Rome and pleaded their case together before the pope, winning him round. In the end, Charles relented, and the excommunication was lifted. Possibly still hoping to rid himself of his son-in-law, Charles charged Baldwin with defending Flanders against Viking attacks – a dangerous position to hold. However, Baldwin proved a capable warrior, repelling Norse raids and consolidating his position as the king’s faithful retainer. Judith and Baldwin went on to have four children together.


Perhaps it was this thread of independent Anglo-Saxon queens, first excoriated by Wilfrid’s biographer, that produced a reaction from the clergy. It may also have been a reaction to the high status of women in Anglo-Saxon society. Under Anglo-Saxon law, women could inherit, they had status under law, and the weregild for a woman was the same as that for a man of the same status. The status of women remained high throughout the medieval period, with laws and customs protecting their rights independently of husbands and sons, while the later spread of the ideals of courtly love gave noble women further areas in which to exercise power and influence. It was only later, following the Renaissance, that these rights were eroded. Perhaps it was precisely this relative independence and power that produced this recurring fear of powerful queens among some of the Anglo-Saxons that first found expression in Wilfrid’s biographer.


To sum up: Balthild was an Anglo-Saxon, sold into slavery in Francia who avoided the instant temptation of marrying a powerful older man but still ended up marrying the king. She sponsored the Church and did good works, produced three sons, all three of whom ended up as kings themselves; she founded a convent and, giving up her worldly wealth, retired there and, after her death, was revered as a saint in her adopted country. It sounds like a perfect Christian life. So why did Wilfrid dislike her so much?


It’s tempting but simplistic to chalk it down to Wilfrid being a misogynist. But in his later career, Wilfrid struck up close relationships with powerful women, most notably Æthelthryth, queen of Northumbria (a relationship that caused considerable friction with Æthelthryth’s husband, King Ecgfrith, as Wilfrid supported the queen in her determination to maintain her vow of perpetual virginity despite her marriage to the king). It may be that Wilfrid saw first-hand the effect of some of the queen’s political machinations in the death of his friend and sponsor, Bishop Aunemund, and never forgave her for this. If so, it was a successful calumny as Queen Balthild, despite her origin, retained a reputation for treachery among her own people, the Anglo-Saxons.


Their different relationships with the queen may also explain why Biscop and Wilfrid parted company in Lyon, with Wilfrid remaining in the city and Biscop continuing on to Rome alone (apart from the retainers he took with him for protection and company on the journey).


*


Lyon is already quite far south, but Biscop had to make his way through the Alps and down the spine of Italy to get to Rome. Travelling along the old roads that had once united the empire to its capital, the remains of the Imperial past grew steadily more impressive as he journeyed south. Not all the old roads were navigable. Via Julia Augusta, which would have been one possible route, was found unnavigable by a late Imperial poet two centuries earlier. But there were roads that were still in use. Or Biscop, being comfortable on water, might have embarked on a ship from southern France and sailed along the coast to Ostia.


Whatever his route, Biscop arrived in Rome in 653. He had done the journey within the year – no mean feat considering that there were lengthy stops along the way, particularly in Kent and then in Francia.


In the mid seventh century there were no cities in Britain. There weren’t even any towns. The population was dispersed, living in small farming and herding communities. It’s likely that Biscop, in his travels, had seen ruins of cities, not least York and London, but these had been largely deserted. Canterbury, as the centre of the Church in Britain, had probably the greatest settled population of anywhere in the country, but it would only have been a few hundred souls.


Crossing the Channel, Biscop and Wilfrid saw, with increasing wonder, the scale of the old Roman civilisation. Much more had been preserved and was still in use there. This was the first time either of them saw men and women living in houses made of stone, and worshipping in stone churches, too, with glass windows to let in the light. In places, aqueducts still brought water from distant hills to cities that hummed with life. And while some of the roads had fallen into disrepair, others were still in use, marching across the land as if giants had lain them down.


But all that he had seen along the way could not have prepared Biscop for Rome itself.5 Although the city was a shadow of its Imperial glory, with a population of maybe 50,000 as compared to the million or so people who had lived there in its pomp, it was still the most populous city that Biscop had ever seen. The buildings left by the emperors still mostly stood, although many were abandoned.


From the sightseeing point of view, it was as well that Biscop arrived when he did. Ten years later, the Byzantine Emperor Constans II visited Rome (one of only two Byzantine emperors to set foot in the old capital of the empire). While professing good relations with the pope, Constans nevertheless stripped the city’s buildings of their ornaments and statues and removed all the bronze. But on Biscop’s first visit he had the chance to see the Pantheon still gleaming in the morning sun, and the hundreds, if not thousands, of statues that decorated the old Imperial buildings.


But splendid though these ruins were, they were not the reason that Biscop had travelled over a thousand miles. Indeed, it’s interesting reading the accounts of travellers to Rome at this time. They pay almost no attention to the old Imperial city. What they have come to visit is the new city of martyrs and saints and churches. Their itineraries read as a programme of church visits, inspections of relics and marvelling at the Christian sites.


The nature of Roman power had changed. Ruins were all that was left of its long-gone political power – and there are few things more bathetic than the lost traces of a once dominant power. Instead, the visitors came to see the new power that had grown up in the heart of Babylon, outlasting it and subsuming the old city into its own growth: this was a spiritual power, a place where the Apostles had walked, preached and met their end. And not just Peter and Paul but a whole line of saints and martyrs. There are some places where the wall between worlds becomes thin, almost transparent, and Rome, at this time, was one of those places, particularly for the pilgrims.


So, on reflection, it’s little surprise that the pilgrim visitors of the medieval era coming to Rome saw it in a very different light to the English nobility of the eighteenth century. The new pilgrims were like Real Madrid fans visiting Madrid: that city might have the Prado and the Palacio Real, but all they want to do is visit the Bernabeu and see a match there. This was true of Biscop. He had gone all that way to stand in the presence of the Apostles, Peter and Paul, and to pay his respects to the successor of Pope Gregory, who had sent the first mission to the Anglo-Saxons 56 years earlier.


But while Biscop must have been hoping to pay his respects in person to the successor of Peter, he was disappointed. Pope Martin I was not there. On 17 July 653, Martin had been arrested by soldiers of the Byzantine Emperor Constans II and taken to Constantinople, arriving there on 17 September 653.


Constantinople considered itself the New Rome, and the emperor considered himself ruler of the Old Rome. Much of Italy had been reconquered by the Emperor Justinian in the sixth century. However, the Lombards, a Germanic people, had conquered a large tranche of Italy by the middle of the seventh century. The Lombards quickly integrated with the native population, but their name endures to this day in Lombardy, one of the Italian provinces. When Biscop made his way through Italy to Rome, he found the Lombards in control of northern Italy and the plain of the River Po. If he had made his way further south, he would have found that the Lombards also ruled the shin and ankle of Italy’s boot. The Byzantines still controlled Rome, however. The Byzantine exarchate (the name for a Byzantine province) was ruled from Ravenna, on the east coast of Italy, where the Byzantine governor, the exarch, had his seat. From Ravenna, the exarch’s writ ran along the coast from roughly Venice south to where Rimini is today, then took in a strip running across the Apennines and the area around Rome, as well as the toe and the heel of Italy’s boot.


Although Constantinople had its own patriarch, the unfortunate fact that the emperor shared the city with the patriarch meant that Byzantine emperors took personal interest in Church matters. The emperor generally appointed the patriarch of Constantinople, as well as presiding over Church councils. Some emperors even promulgated ecclesiastical edicts under their own authority. To make matters worse for Pope Martin, Constantinople had been deeply shaken in the previous decades by the sudden explosion of Arab armies from the desert. The Byzantine and the Persian Sassanid Empires had exhausted themselves during a century-long conflict, leaving both exposed to this eruption of nomadic tribes espousing a new religion. In a few years, the Arabs had overthrown Byzantine control of the Near East, taking Syria, Egypt and North Africa, not to mention Jerusalem itself.


Faced with this new threat, the Byzantines sought explanation for why they were being tested in this way. Being a fundamentally religious empire, one response to this new threat was to seek a religious explanation, which became a profound dispute over the nature of Christ. The debate was over whether Christ had two wills, human and divine, or one, with the Monothelites holding that Christ had only one will. This went against the formulation of the Council of Chalcedon in 451 that Christ is fully human and fully divine. However, for various reasons, the patriarch of Constantinople espoused the one-will view, and the emperor backed him up.


For a while it looked like their arguments would carry the day but while the Eastern Church mostly backed the new ideas, the Church in the West was opposed, and in particular the bishops of Rome set their mitres against it. In 649, Pope Martin I convened the Lateran Council, which formally condemned Monothelitism.


Emperor Constans was enraged. Not only was the pope meddling in matters that he considered his own province but also, among the condemnations issued by the Lateran Council, was one against an edict that he himself had promulgated, the Typos, which forbade the discussion of the whole topic on pain of severe punishment. The dispute had seriously split the Byzantine Empire and, with Muslim armies pushing hard against overstretched Byzantine forces, Constans needed to draw a line under the argument and unite his empire against the new threat.


Martin I would have none of this. Not only did he convene a council and condemn the emperor’s edict, he also zealously promulgated the results of the council. Not used to having a prelate defy him in such manner, Constans ordered the exarch of Ravenna to arrest Martin.


In July, troops of the exarch carried out that command, bundling Martin from the Lateran Palace and shipping him to Constantinople. Constans would have executed Martin on the spot, but the patriarch pleaded for the life of his fellow bishop. Nonetheless, Constans had Martin tortured and imprisoned. In the meantime, Constans put pressure on the Church in Rome to elect a new pope and, on 10 August 654, it did so, proclaiming Eugene I the bishop of Rome. To ensure that there would be no question of two popes in one Rome, Constans sent Martin into exile, to the city of Cherson on the Crimean peninsula, as far away from Rome as it was possible for a Byzantine emperor to banish a man. The now ex-Pope Martin died there, four months after his arrival, the last pope to be recognised as a martyr for the faith.


While the Monothelitic controversy is not mentioned in the primary sources about Biscop (Bede’s Lives of the Abbots of Wearmouth and Jarrow, and his Ecclesiastical History and the anonymous History of Abbot Ceolfrith), the organisation of the monasteries that Biscop went on to found twenty years after this first trip to Rome suggests that the dispute had a profound impact upon the young Anglian. For the very structure of the twin monasteries – two separate houses united under the rule of a single abbot – suggests an institutional refutation of the heresy of Monothelitism and an affirmation of the dogmas declared by the Council of Chalcedon.


According to Chalcedon, Christ was fully human and fully divine. Within him there was a normal human will, albeit uncorrupted by sin, and the divine will. However, being incorrupt, Christ’s human will aligned perfectly with the divine will, although the two remained distinct, as shown most clearly when Jesus prayed in the garden of Gethsemane on the night before his arrest that this cup should pass from him so that he would not have to undergo the torment of crucifixion. The Monothelites argued that Christ possessed only one will, his human will being subsumed into the divine will. As Christian theology, this fails because it makes Jesus other than human: he becomes an avatar of divinity, clothed in flesh but still essentially divine, a god play-acting as a human being.


Benedict Biscop went on to found a monastery with two houses under one abbot: two separate institutions representing two separate wills but united under the rule of a single abbot: God as one person but also fully human and completely divine. It was a telling statement of Benedict Biscop’s attitude to the Monothelite heresy.


Although Biscop arrived in Rome when the city was in turmoil following the pope’s abduction, the new Christian sites and sights were still open to him. He lodged in the monastery of St Andrew on the Caelian Hill. This was a very convenient location as the basilica of St John Lateran, the church of the bishop of Rome, was just a few hundred yards north-east of the monastery. The adjacent palace was the main residence of the pope at the time and the centre of the Church. It was only in the fourteenth century, after the papacy returned from its exile in Avignon, that the popes moved their main residence to the Vatican, the Lateran Palace having suffered a disastrous fire in their absence.


Of course, Biscop visited the Vatican area, for the basilica of St Peter had been built there over the tomb holding the remains of Peter. He also went to the basilica of St Paul Outside the Walls, erected over the grave of Paul, and the basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore, a particularly magnificent church erected in the fifth century, being consecrated on 5 August 434.


The churches we see today are very different from the buildings Biscop saw in 653. St Peter’s is, of course, an entirely new building, the old basilica having been torn down and rebuilt (the money required for its rebuilding becoming one of the triggers of the Reformation). St John Lateran was largely rebuilt in the sixteenth century. St Paul Outside the Walls endured for 1,435 years, largely as first built, until a workman working on the gutters caused a fire which burnt the church down to the ground on 15 July 1823. The original intention was to rebuild the church as it had been, but that proved impossible, although the final church is in the style of the original. Only Santa Maria Maggiore survives intact at its core, with the original fifth-century mosaics still adorning the nave and triumphal arch.


Walking into Santa Maria Maggiore, seeing the light fracture upon the glittering mosaics, looking up at the ceiling, seemingly as high as the heavens but giving taste of the heaven to come, one can imagine the overwhelming effect these great churches at the heart of Christendom must have had on the young man who had travelled so far to see them.


They had a similar effect on Wilfrid when he too finally made it to Rome. Biscop and Wilfrid were, so far as we know, the first Anglo-Saxons to visit Rome on pilgrimage and of their own volition. We do know that some of their countrymen had made it to the city two generations earlier, for Bede records the famous occasion when Pope Gregory saw some youths for sale in Rome’s slave market and, asking who they were, was told that they were Angles from Britain. In one of the very few cases where a pun works across languages, Gregory reportedly replied, ‘Non Angli sed angeli.’ However, the Angles in question were not willing visitors but victims of the Anglo-Saxon trade in slaves, a trade that continued long after the rest of Christendom had outlawed it.


Biscop and Wilfrid both became committed to the Roman style of Christianity, seeking to import its practices, its architecture and its spirituality to their own land. But while Wilfrid was a straight-down-the-line advocate for how they did things abroad – it was Rome’s way or the highway, so far as he was concerned – Biscop would become nuanced in his importation of European practices into his homeland.


*


Returning home full of enthusiasm for what he had seen on his travels, Biscop remained in Britain for a little over a decade. We don’t know what he did during this decade. However, Biscop’s time in Britain coincided with the victory of Oswiu, king of Northumbria, over Penda, king of Mercia, at the Battle of Winwæd in 665. The victory turned Oswiu into the most powerful, and richest, king in the country. With Oswiu ascribing his survival to the new god, the servants of the new god present in Northumbria would have been well placed to harvest kingly gratitude. One of those who did so was Wilfrid, becoming abbot of the monastery in Ripon sometime before the Synod of Whitby, in which Wilfrid played a major part.


There is no mention in the records of what Biscop was doing during this time, although he seems to have struck up a friendship with one of Oswiu’s sons, Ahlfrith, who was ruler of Deira, which more or less covers the same area as modern-day Yorkshire. When Biscop decided to journey to Rome again around 665, Ahlfrith wanted to accompany him, but his father would not give him leave to go. Which is pretty much the last record we have of Ahlfrith, although Bede notes that Ahlfrith attacked his father. If so, the attack failed and Ahlfrith disappears – whether into death or a monastery, we don’t know.


In the end, Biscop set off without Ahlfrith. This trip would prove to be particularly significant for Biscop and his future monasteries. Arriving in Rome, Biscop could see first-hand what had happened when Pope Vitalian, attempting to improve relations with Emperor Constans II, invited him to Rome. Constans arrived on 5 July 663 and spent twelve days in the city, attending papal masses and gladhanding Church prelates. However, after an apparently fruitful stay, Constans ordered his men to pillage bronze statues from the city and strip the bronze tiles from the roof of the Pantheon. Two years later, when Biscop arrived, he saw the consequence of attempting to placate the secular power.


While this experience probably cemented Biscop’s dislike of Monothelitism, even more significant was the route he chose for his return home. Rather than travelling overland, Biscop crossed the Ligurian Sea, arriving at the abbey of Lérins in 666. It was founded by St Honoratus in c.410 and lies on an island about three miles south of modern-day Cannes. Despite vicissitudes over the years, including Saracen raids that left most of the monks dead, an unwitting part in Franco-Spanish wars and suppression following the French Revolution, the monastery has kept bouncing back. It was refounded in the nineteenth century and the Cistercians established a community there that continues to this day.


Biscop spent two years at Lérins and by the end of those two years he had become a monk and taken the new name of Benedict. He left the island a different man to the one who had arrived there.


Biscop’s choice for his name in religion was significant for everything he was to accomplish during the rest of his life. Benedict of Nursia (480–547), or St Benedict, was in many ways the father of Western monasticism, his influence spread by the adoption of his Rule by many different orders. At this point, in the middle of the seventh century, his influence was not so ubiquitous as it became later in the Middle Ages, but his precepts clearly had a profound influence on Benedict Biscop. However, he did not limit himself to his namesake’s Rule. According to his own testimony to his monks, Benedict Biscop had lived in seventeen monasteries, observing the rules by which each regulated its corporate life, and when he established his own monasteries, he wrote a Rule that took what he regarded as the best of all those rules as the Rule for his own houses. Unfortunately, Benedict Biscop’s Rule has not survived, so we don’t know how it differed from Benedict of Nursia’s, but the consensus among scholars is that it followed its pattern reasonably closely.


Perhaps just as significant was Benedict Biscop’s destination when he left Lérins in 667. Rather than returning to Britain, he made his third visit to Rome. But, unbeknown to him, he arrived in the city at a particularly opportune moment. For Benedict Biscop was not the only visitor from Britain to arrive in Rome in 667.


Three years earlier, Deusdedit, the archbishop of Canterbury, had died, most likely from plague. In his place another Saxon, Wighard, was appointed to the archbishopric with the support of both Oswiu and Ecgberht, king of Kent. To confirm his elevation to the archbishopric and to receive the pallium that marked his office, Wighard travelled to Rome to be consecrated by Pope Vitalian. Wighard made it to the city but never returned to Britain; he died in Rome. That left the Church in Britain without a head.


With the party that had accompanied Wighard to Rome still in the city, Pope Vitalian decided to supply this new and distant diocese with an archbishop from among his own clerics. He initially asked a friend, Hadrian, the abbot of a monastery in Naples, to take the chair but Hadrian demurred. As an alternative, Hadrian suggested another candidate for the vacant archbishopric, a Greek named Theodore.6 On the face of it, Theodore seemed like an unlikely choice since he was already 65. Even today, it would be asking a lot of a 65-year-old to move to a new country, with an entirely different culture and a strange language, to begin a completely new career there. What was more, the journey to Britain would be arduous, and the tasks falling upon the new archbishop were likely to be just as difficult.


Up until recently, almost all we knew about Theodore derived from Bede’s Ecclesiastical History. But over the last few decades, some deep and subtle scholarship has unlocked much new information about this crucial figure in the history of the Church in Britain. The painstaking analysis of the Biblical commentaries produced by the school in Canterbury that Theodore founded has revealed all manner of unexpected details about Theodore’s life before he was dispatched to Britain and indicate why Pope Vitalian chose him for the role.


Theodore was born in 602 in Tarsus, the modern-day city of Gözlü Kule, Türkiye. While a sizeable city in the seventh century, Tarsus was a satellite of the great city of Antioch, which lay a hundred miles to the east, the journey possible by a well-maintained Roman road. We can now say that Theodore laid the foundations of his knowledge in the schools of Antioch, for the exegesis of the Canterbury school he founded bear all the hallmarks of Antioch, in particular its focus upon understanding the literal meaning of the Bible. To do this, the Greek-speaking schools of Antioch often used the Septuagint (the Greek version of the Bible) as keys to unlock the meaning of the Vulgate (the Latin Bible). There were also many Syriac speakers in Antioch, which helped with untangling knotty problems of etymology. Many of the Church Fathers were Syriac speakers and there was a deep Syriac theological literature. The centre of Syriac-speaking Christianity was the city of Edessa (now Sanliurfa in Türkiye), 150 miles further east of Antioch, which Theodore probably visited, too.


So, in his youth and young adulthood, Theodore had breathed the air and thought of a profoundly different experience of Christianity among peoples and places that were very different to seventh-century Britain – but much closer to the world of the New Testament.


While Theodore was studying in Antioch in the early decades of the seventh century, the Byzantine and Persian Empires were continuing with the long-drawn out struggle that had occupied both empires for the last two centuries. Neither side was strong enough to decisively and permanently defeat the other; both were strong enough to continue the struggle. The Persians conquered Antioch and Tarsus in 612 and Damascus and Jerusalem in 613. Theodore was ten when the Persians conquered Tarsus, and asides in the Biblical Commentaries reveal a degree of familiarity with Persian customs, including the remark that the cups in Exodus 25:31 were long and pointed, like Persian drinking vessels. One can only wonder how the young Theodore got to see the Persian conquerors drinking at a feast.


The Byzantines reconquered Tarsus and Antioch, then Damascus and Jerusalem, finally inflicting a heavy defeat on the Persians at the Battle of Nineveh in 627. But both sides were left exhausted by the decades-long conflict and vulnerable when, a few years later, Arab armies espousing a new religion rode from the desert. The Persian Empire, which had endured since the days of Cyrus the Great, collapsed utterly. The Byzantine Empire reeled before the Islamic conquest, losing the Holy Land and Syria in 637, as well as Antioch and Tarsus. The surging Arab armies were only turned back from the walls of Constantinople by the Byzantines employing Greek fire to burn the Arab ships.


The Muslim conquest of the Near East sent a wave of refugees west, and among them was Theodore. If he left as Tarsus fell, then Theodore was 35 years old when he became a refugee. Where else to go but the city safe behind the most secure fortifications of the age: Constantinople itself. But not only was the capital of the empire a safe refuge, it was also home to a university, housed in the Imperial Basilica, next to the Octagon, where the professors lived, all in close proximity to the public library and the Hagia Sophia, the greatest church of the city. Already a great centre of learning, the Arab conquests brought a new wave of scholarly refugees to the city. Among them, Theodore found like minds and teachers, from whom he learnt law, philosophy and natural science, medicine, astronomy and computus, the science of determining the date of Easter.


From Constantinople, Theodore went on to Rome. We do not know how long he spent in Constantinople or when he arrived in Rome, but he lived in his new home as a monk, tonsured in the oriental manner (that is, he shaved his head completely). A quirk of his consecration to the See of Canterbury was that Theodore had to let his hair grow before he could receive the Western style of tonsure, with the crown shaved and a torus of hair growing around the head (to suggest the Crown of Thorns).


The Eastern monks living in Rome were important actors in the Monothelite controversy. Following the Lateran Council convened by Pope Martin to deal with the controversy, the decision of the council was published with a list of the scholars who had taken part in the council. Among the list of names, coming after the abbots and priests but above the deacons, was ‘Theodorus monachus’. It’s likely, verging on probable, that this was Theodore himself. That he had particular expertise in these complex philosophical and theological matters was confirmed some years later, in 680, when Pope Agatho wrote to the Byzantine emperor that there was only one man qualified to write about them, and that was Archbishop Theodore.


This was the man that Pope Vitalian asked to accept the chair of Augustine in Canterbury. Theodore had already had a varied and distinguished career. Now, when most other men would be thinking about retiring, he agreed to journey to the furthermost edge of the world – for the British Isles were girdled by the Great Ocean that had no end – and become the bishop for a people who only a generation or two before had been pagans, and illiterate pagans at that. That Theodore accepted the request says much about him. But, in a gentle revenge, he agreed to the request on condition that the man who had nominated him, Abbot Hadrian, came too.


Hadrian was a considerable scholar in his own right. A Berber, coming originally from North Africa, he brought his own learning as well as experience of another part of the Christian world with him to Britain.


Although the two men had agreed to the pope’s request, there remained the task of getting them to Britain safely. Which was where Benedict Biscop came in. He had arrived in Rome from Lérins at the same time as these matters were being settled, so it must have been quite natural for Pope Vitalian to ask him to accompany Theodore and Hadrian on their journey to Britain, acting as their guide and interpreter where necessary.


The party of prelates took its time returning to Britain, stopping in Paris for six months where Theodore, Hadrian and Benedict were guests of the bishop of Paris, Agilbert, who had previously been bishop of the West Saxons (this fact alone indicating how the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons to Christianity was opening them up to greater contact with the rest of Europe). Agilbert’s abbey followed a Rule that blended Benedictine and Columban elements (St Columba founded the monastery on Iona, which had played a crucial role in the conversion of the Northumbrians), providing Benedict with further examples of different monastic practices. After their stay in Paris, Theodore continued to Britain with Benedict, leaving Hadrian behind. We don’t know why he stayed, but the North African did eventually follow two years later.


Theodore arrived in Kent on 27 May 669 and set about familiarising himself with his new archdiocese with all the urgency of a 67-year-old man unsure how many more years God would grant him. One of his first actions was to appoint his young guide, Benedict Biscop, as abbot of the monastery of Ss Peter and Paul (later St Augustine’s) in Canterbury itself. Benedict remained the abbot there for two years, until Hadrian finally arrived in Britain.


During their travels and then for the two years he was abbot of the monastery of Ss Peter and Paul, Benedict had ample opportunity to learn from Theodore, particularly as the old man, alone at first and then with Hadrian’s help, set up a school at Canterbury to teach their knowledge to these people at the edge of the world. Such was its breadth and depth, the Canterbury school probably produced the finest Biblical scholarship in the Latin West between the decline of the Roman Empire in the West and the establishment of the medieval universities.


When Hadrian arrived in Canterbury and took over as abbot of Ss Peter and Paul, Benedict had to find a new role. From what he did next, it’s clear that he had decided to establish his own monastery, taking its curriculum from what he had learnt from Theodore and Hadrian.


As the key feature of the Canterbury school was teaching, the first thing Benedict did was make another trip to Rome – his fourth – to collect the books necessary for his establishment. Unfortunately, we don’t have a catalogue of the library that was established at Wearmouth and Jarrow, but looking at Bede’s work, scholars have worked out that it must have included at least 200 books.


The most essential texts for a monastery, which Benedict must have obtained on this visit, were copies of the psalms (the psalter being the basis of monastic prayer life), the Gospels and, if possible, a copy of the complete Bible. This last would not have been so easy to obtain as complete copies of the Bible were expensive and rare. However, we do know that the library at Wearmouth/Jarrow did contain such a book, a pandect – or complete text in a single volume – of the Bible in the Old Latin translation (that is, a version that predated Jerome’s authoritative translation, which became known as the Vulgate). On the way back from Rome, Benedict stopped off in Vienne, a city in south-east France which had been a major early Christian centre, to add further books to his growing collection before returning to Britain.


Benedict arrived back in Britain in 672 and travelled to Wessex. He had become a friend to Cenwalh, king of the West Saxons. The bishop there was the nephew of Agilbert, bishop of Paris, with whom Benedict had stayed previously, and there was already a Benedictine presence in the kingdom. But Cenwalh’s death in 672 put paid to Benedict’s plan for establishing a monastery in Wessex – the political situation there becoming uncertain – and he decided to return to his native Northumbria.


*


In Northumbria, Benedict Biscop found a new king on the throne. King Oswiu had died of natural causes in his late 50s, no mean achievement for a king at this time, and had been succeeded by his son, Ecgfrith.7 Ecgfrith’s mother was Eanflæd, the daughter of Edwin, who later became abbess of Whitby. Ecgfrith, inheriting from a father who had reigned for an impressive 28 years, with the last fifteen as the most powerful king in the land, found himself in a very strong position.


As such, Ecgfrith had wealth, and to spare. Arriving in Northumbria, Benedict Biscop must have been a man of wonder. This native son had travelled all over the world, including four trips to Rome itself, a city over whose name hung a cloud of numinous power, spiritual and temporal. We can only imagine the tales Benedict must have been prevailed upon to tell the king and his court during the long nights in his great halls, scattered throughout the kingdom: stories of wonder and travel, travellers’ tales from the greatest traveller of his time.


Such a man, and his monastery, would have been an ornament to any kingdom. To ensure Benedict remained in Northumbria, Ecgfrith offered him 70 hides of land near the mouth of the River Wear. A hide was a unit of land large enough to support a family from its produce; its exact area depending upon the quality of the land (better land would need a smaller area to feed a family than poorer land).


It was a rich, in fact a kingly, gift and in 674 Benedict laid the foundations for the monastery of St Peter at Wearmouth. One of his most significant early decisions was to appoint a prior of the monastery. The man he chose was named Ceolfrith. He came from the same social class as Benedict, being the son of one of Oswiu’s thegns. Born in 642, Ceolfrith was fourteen years younger than Benedict, who was 42 when he founded St Peter’s, and he had become a monk in 660, first at Gilling and then, from 664, at Ripon, Wilfrid’s monastery. As such, Benedict had to ask Wilfrid’s permission for Ceolfrith’s move to St Peter’s, which Wilfrid duly gave. Ceolfrith would become perhaps the single most important influence on Bede as he grew up.


There had been monasteries in Britain before but most of these, following the Irish pattern, were simple affairs, with churches built of wood and thatch. Benedict, however, had been to Rome. He had seen glorious buildings raised in stone, gilded within by mosaics that glowed as if the sun shone inside, illuminated by light flooding through windows of coloured glass. For his foundation, Benedict wanted to make something similar.


The problem was, none of his people had the skills necessary to build such buildings. The Anglo-Saxons were wonderful carpenters and extraordinary smiths. Unfortunately, wood does not survive the centuries well, so we don’t have any surviving examples of their wooden halls. But metal does endure, and their ability as sword smiths and metalworkers is revealed in the pattern-welded swords forged for kings and their favoured warriors, and the buckles, brooches and hilt fittings revealed at Sutton Hoo and by the Staffordshire Hoard.


But they didn’t do stone.


To build a stone church like those he had seen on his travels, Benedict had to import skilled labour. This was where the huge range of contacts that Benedict had made during his travels came in particularly useful. One of these was an abbot in Francia, named Torthelm. The relationship between the two men may have been stronger than normal because the name Torthelm is closer to Old English than Old French, suggesting that Torthelm might have been an Anglo-Saxon who had moved to Francia. It was from Torthelm that Benedict recruited stonemasons to build his church. But not just masons. Glass-making was another skill that was foreign to the Anglo-Saxons, so Benedict recruited glaziers, not only to make the windows for his church but also to teach their skills to local craftsmen, so that there would be men to repair and replace the windows when necessary.


Having overseen the foundation of his monastery and the completion of most of the buildings, Benedict set off to Rome once again, taking Ceolfrith with him this time. In his absence, Benedict put a relative, Eosterwine, in charge of the monastery.


Benedict had given careful thought to what he wanted for his monastery, and this journey to Rome proved particularly significant. Learning was obviously going to play a key role at the monastery, so he returned with further books to add to the already considerable library he had amassed. But knowing full well that the majority of the rustic people who would come to his church for mass were illiterate, Benedict also brought back a selection of pictures, illustrating scenes from the life of Jesus and from the final book of the Bible, the Apocalypse, so that the people attending his church could see and understand aspects of the new religion on the walls around them. Another important aspect of Christian worship of the time was relics, the physical remains of earlier holy men and women and their associated objects, which carried with them a cloud of numinous power as a result of their contact with the sacred. So Benedict and Ceolfrith brought back to Northumbria a selection of relics, although we don’t know what they were. To help with the practical running of the monastery through the liturgical year, they also returned with calendars, psalters and service books.


While in Rome, Benedict had an audience with Pope Agatho. During his stays in various monasteries, Benedict had seen examples of conflict between local bishops and monasteries, with bishops exerting their authority over monasteries within their diocese. Benedict clearly wanted his own monastery to have a degree of independence from episcopal control, so he petitioned Pope Agatho for a privilege guaranteeing that freedom and also ensuring that the local bishop could not impose an abbot on the monastery against the result of the election of the monks. Because of his previous service to the Holy See, Benedict must have been held in high regard in Rome. Pope Agatho granted Benedict’s monastery the privileges he asked for, setting it out in a formal document that Benedict brought back with him to Britain.


But not only that. Pope Agatho granted Benedict a great honour. When Benedict and Ceolfrith set out to return to Britain, the pope sent with them his own arch-cantor, John, the man responsible for overseeing the liturgical chant and song at St Peter’s in Rome. Musical notation had not yet been developed, so the only way to learn new music was to hear it. By sending the chief musician of Rome all the way to Northumbria, Pope Agatho was sending the music at the heart of Christendom all the way to its furthest reaches.


John the arch-cantor carried more than music with him: he brought the acts of the Lateran Council of 649 with him, too, the council that had condemned Monothelitism. Pope Agatho’s reign saw the final healing, and final condemnation, of this heresy. After Constantinople survived the long Muslim siege of 674–678, Emperor Constantine IV wrote to the pope, seeking reconciliation. Pope Agatho convened councils throughout Europe, then sent representatives to Constantinople to attend the Sixth Ecumenical Council in Constantinople from 680 to 681. The pope’s representatives read a letter to the assembled council affirming the settled belief of the Western Church that Jesus had two wills, human and divine, with his human will perfectly in accord with His divine will. The council heard the arguments of the Monothelites, with Constantine himself attending many of the sessions. In an effort to turn the council in their favour, one of the Monothelites proposed to prove their case by raising a dead man through his prayers. A corpse was duly brought into the council and the priest attempted to raise him to life again, whispering prayers into the cold ear of the body. This was not a particularly credulous age, but people did believe in miracles, although these were frustratingly unpredictable. If the prayers had succeeded, the Monothelites might well have prevailed. One can imagine silence falling upon the council while the assembled bishops watched, tensely, as the Monothelite priest whispered urgently into the dead man’s ear. Perhaps the prelates present who were most opposed to Monothelitism whispered prayers of their own that the man stay dead.


He did. Monothelitism was formally condemned. And the breach between the Eastern and Western Church was healed for the next few centuries.


Having returned from Rome with such riches, Benedict, Ceolfrith and John set about training the monks at St Peter’s in monastic chant as well as adorning the church with the pictures they had brought back.


It was also around this time, in 679 or 680, that a young boy, only seven years old, was brought to the monastery. The little lad must have been wide-eyed at the wonders he saw and heard: a building made of stone, like the hills themselves; this was something no one had been able to do in this land since the works left by the giants of old, such as the Wall that spanned the country from sea to sea. Within, the church was lit by light passing through glassed windows, illuminating the glowing pictures upon the wall. And the sound . . . it was the sound of heaven itself, as the monks chanted the psalms during the Offices of the day.


While it’s quite likely the young Bede saw the king when he visited St Peter’s, it’s unlikely that he ever spoke to him in any meaningful way, for Ecgfrith died in 685, when Bede was still only twelve or thirteen. However, Ecgfrith must have visited the new monastic establishment that he had so handsomely endowed, for he decided that he liked it so much he wanted to have another. In 681, King Ecgfrith gave Benedict another 40 hides of land, some seven miles north of St Peter’s, along the bank of the River Tyne near to where it flows into the North Sea, in modern-day Jarrow.8


Here, Benedict established a new monastery, dedicating it to St Paul. The dedication was significant. Saints Peter and Paul were both martyred in Rome. Their relics were there in the city, underneath the churches raised over their tombs. That Rome was where the two greatest of the Apostles were martyred did much to secure its primacy among the various apostolic patriarchies. By dedicating his monasteries to Ss Peter and Paul, Benedict was also dedicating them to the Roman Church – but Rome in its most universal, most catholic sense, as being the local embodiment of the Church’s universality. It was also a statement of fidelity to the successors of the Apostles, namely the popes, and an expression of gratitude for the way that they, from Gregory onwards, had turned their attention towards a pagan land at the end of the world.


We don’t know when John left Northumbria and returned to Rome, although to effectively train the next generation of monks in the art of monastic chant would have taken at least a few months. The greater likelihood is that John spent a year or two at Wearmouth before returning to Rome. Winter was not a time to travel, except under grave necessity, and spring and autumn storms presented dangers to sea crossings, so he most probably waited for the calmer weather of summer before taking passage south.


John did not just bring tunes with him; he also brought the acts of the Lateran Council – the very council that had condemned Monothelitism. For Benedict, this must have seemed divine confirmation of his own memories of the conflict between Pope Martin and Emperor Constans II. So when he established St Paul’s, Benedict decided that the two monasteries should act as one, united under the rule of a single abbot, as Jesus had two wills, human and divine, united because of the perfect accord of his human will with His divine will. It was also a proclamation of how the bishop of Rome united the apostleships of Ss Peter and Paul through the years up to their own time.


It was a statement in stone and institutions, realised through the lives of the monks living at St Peter’s and St Paul’s.


*


Having overseen the establishment of St Paul’s, Benedict left to make what would prove to be his final visit to Rome in 685, to procure further necessaries for his monastery. He returned with more books (naturally), pictures to decorate the new church, vestments and some silk cloaks, apparently intended as gifts and trade items.


Benedict came back to find his royal patron, Ecgfrith, dead. Against the advice of St Cuthbert, Ecgfrith had continued to pursue an aggressive policy of expansion northwards against the Picts.


We can trace the last months of Ecgfrith’s life with quite unusual precision for a king who reigned so long ago. In autumn of 684 he was at a Church council on the River Aln where Cuthbert was appointed as a bishop. The consecration took place in York on 26 March 685, with the king almost certainly in attendance along with Cuthbert’s brother bishops.


Then, on 23 April 685, we have an extraordinary physical record of Ecgfrith’s presence in Jarrow. For in the church of St Paul that still stands there is a dedication stone, with an inscription carved in Latin, that records the church’s dedication by King Ecgfrith and Abbot Ceolfrith on the ninth day before the kalends of May in the fifteenth year of King Ecgfrith: 23 April 685.


Ecgfrith would die less than a month after taking part in the dedication of the church of St Paul at Jarrow. The king had sponsored the community there, so it was natural that he should want to be present for the dedication. But Ecgfrith also knew that he was about to set out on a military expedition that, for all his confidence, carried risks. Being there when the church was dedicated was a good way to remind God that he had given the monks this land so that they might do God’s work. It surely wasn’t too much to ask God to support him in his work? But God’s favour was not so easily bought.


There was also a practical reason for Ecgfrith coming to Jarrow shortly before heading north on his punitive expedition against the Picts: the Tyne was probably the site for one of the king’s naval bases. From there, it was an easy and quick voyage north into Pictish territory.


Having done all that he could do to ensure God was on his side, Ecgfrith set out with his army at the beginning of May, travelling north to Bamburgh and gathering his warband as he went. His intention was to bring ruin down upon Bridei, the ungrateful king of the Picts. Success must have seemed certain. Ecgfrith had ensured divine favour by supporting the foundation of a new monastery. His warband was composed of trained and experienced warriors, armed with the finest weapons of the time. The law code promulgated by the king of Kent a couple of decades later defined an army as a group of more than 35 men: this was a time of small, highly trained armies, not the mass levies of the later Viking Age. Ecgfrith likely travelled north with no more than a few hundred warriors.


What a sight they would have been. Riding on horses, wearing brightly dyed clothes with their round, painted shields and weapons glittering with gold and garnets, they were an army designed to draw attention. Armed with spears and swords, they rode north, laying waste to the possessions of the king of Fortriu as they went.


The kings of Northumbria had extended their control northwards over the previous decades until they controlled the central belt of Scotland, including the stronghold at Edinburgh and probably Stirling too. Defeating Bridei would establish Ecgfrith’s control over all the region north of the central belt, something not even the Romans had achieved. The English would have established political control over a Scotland that did not yet exist.


But it all went horribly, disastrously wrong.


Overconfidence probably did for Ecgfrith. Thinking Bridei’s forces no match for his own, he pursued the Picts as they apparently routed – only to find himself caught in a prepared trap. On 20 May 685, Ecgfrith was lured into battle at a place known as Nechtansmere. He was killed, along with the greater part of his warband. Their bodies were despoiled, the rich weapons and armour they wore stripped from their bodies by the victorious Picts.


The Battle of Nechtansmere9 might be the most decisive little-known battle in British history. It put a halt to Northumbrian attempts to push their kingdom further north for three-quarters of a century. It took until 750 before King Eadberht felt that he had strength sufficient to hazard a further venture north. He had initial success, conquering the plain of Kyle in 750 but a later attack, in 756, saw Eadberht’s army all but wiped out. The boundary thereafter fluctuated somewhat, before settling down to roughly following the line of the River Tweed, after the Battle of Carham in 1018. But it was the Battle of Nechtansmere that put a halt to what had seemed the inevitable northern expansion of Northumbrian power. The battle was a turning point: from it, we can trace the future course of Scotland and its boundary with the new country of England forming to its south.


If Ecgfrith had won, and continued the Northumbrian push north, then it’s quite possible that any boundary between the two different countries would have lain much further north, or even that Scotland would have been subsumed into a larger northern state (although the later arrival of the Vikings would have placed huge strain on such a kingdom).


Although forty years old when he was killed, Ecgfrith had no children. His first wife, Æthelthryth, had remained steadfast in her vow to perpetual virginity. Wilfrid, now bishop of Ripon, had supported the queen’s oath which, not entirely surprisingly, led to a breakdown in relations between Ecgfrith and him. In the end, Ecgfrith released Æthelthryth from her marriage vows – she went on to found the abbey at Ely – while he married again. However, his second marriage also did not produce an heir.


The next in line to the Northumbrian throne would have been Ecgfrith’s brothers, but one of them, Ahlfrith, apparently rebelled against their father, Oswiu, and subsequently disappears from the historical record while the other, Ælfwine, died at the Battle of Trent in 679.


With no children or brothers available to take the throne of Northumbria, the net was thrown wider, settling upon the unlikely figure of a scholarly exile from Northumbria, one Aldfrith. He was a half-brother to Ecgfrith, the product of an early alliance of Oswiu with Fin, an Irish princess. As such, Aldfrith spent his childhood and early adult life in Ireland and the islands of the west coast; his mother tongue was Gallic rather than Old English, and Iona was the source of his faith. However, following the model of Irish monks, Aldfrith appears to have travelled widely through the monasteries of Ireland and north-west Scotland to pursue his studies.


It’s notable that the king chosen to succeed to the throne of Northumbria following this devastating defeat by the Picts was a man who would have been very well known to Bridei, king of the Picts. Although the Northumbrian sources pass discreetly over the matter, it seems likely that a key factor in Aldfrith’s accession to the throne was precisely his close relationship with the Picts and the Irish (Ecgfrith had earnt the enmity of the Irish after his devastating raid on the island in 684).


As king, Aldfrith abandoned the expansionism of his half-brother, being content to rule Northumbria within the boundaries that had been established; the kings of the Picts and the Dal Riadans were no doubt relieved to be freed from the aggression of their neighbour. While Aldfrith eschewed military adventures, he supported the pursuits that had occupied his previous life, sponsoring the work and learning of the Church within his kingdom. While Aldfrith’s reign saw a decline in Northumbria’s political power, it laid the foundations for Northumbria’s cultural golden age.


So although Ecgfrith’s death removed a powerful protector, Aldfrith’s relatively peaceful reign produced stable conditions that allowed Benedict’s fledgling monasteries to flourish.


However, during Benedict’s final trip to Rome the monasteries had been stricken with an illness which the chroniclers labelled plague, although this was probably not the bubonic plague that would devastate the medieval world. The disease killed many of the monks including Benedict’s kinsman, Eosterwine, who had been left in charge while Benedict was away. Ceolfrith and the community had chosen Sigfrid, a deacon, to replace Eosterwine, and Benedict approved the decision. To further secure the future of his monasteries, Benedict bought three more hides of land from King Aldfrith, paying for the land with two of the silk cloaks he had obtained in Rome. But not long afterwards, Benedict’s health began to break. Over three years he became progressively more paralysed, until he was only able to move his upper body. Sigfrid was also stricken with illness, leaving the government of the monasteries in abeyance.


Although so weak that he could barely move, Benedict was able to choose Ceolfrith as the new abbot of the joint monastery of St Peter and St Paul. The choice, Bede tells us, was welcomed by the monks.


Knowing that his death was approaching, Benedict set before his brethren his final wishes as to the governance and future of their monastery. He urged the monks to keep the Rule that he had devised for their lives. When selecting future abbots of the monastery, he emphasised repeatedly that the community should not be persuaded to follow the cultural temptation of appointing a man to the office because of rank or family. Indeed, Benedict went so far as to say that he would rather everything he had built up by the rivers Wear and Tyne should return to wilderness than that they should appoint his birth brother as abbot in his place. This is the only mention of Benedict having a brother. It suggests that, during his three years of infirmity, relatives of Benedict might have been putting pressure on the community to accept the Baducinga family as hereditary rulers of the establishment. Had they done so, the Baducinga would have been set to inherit the very substantial land holding that supported the monasteries. Benedict was absolutely emphatic that the monks must not allow this; instead, they should select the man from among the community whom they judged best suited to the office.


Using the Biblical example of how Israel had endured while ruled by a single king but had slowly perished when divided between the kingdoms of Israel and Judah, Benedict enjoined his monks, of both houses, to follow the rule of their single abbot.


As for the library he had so painstakingly assembled, Benedict exhorted his community to keep the collection intact, not allowing it to be split up, and to look after the books (which would mean regularly recopying the most used volumes). The library was to educate the monks and the wider community they served.


By the end, Benedict was left so weak that he was unable to move his head without help. On 12 January 689 he died at St Peter’s, the first monastery he had founded. He was buried in the church. Bede was sixteen or seventeen by then, so he would have been a witness to Benedict’s final illness and death.


Despite the vicissitudes of the centuries, the two churches that Benedict founded all those years ago still stand, although much extended over the centuries. The monasteries themselves were attacked by Vikings in 794, a year after the seismic attack on Lindisfarne. With their exposed positions by the coast and next to rivers, the monasteries were ideal targets for raiding Vikings. The community hung on for a while but by the mid ninth century the monasteries were abandoned. There was an attempt to refound the monasteries in the 1070s but after initial enthusiasm, the monks who moved there were ordered back to Durham. The monasteries were restored, but in much reduced fashion, in the fourteenth century as outposts of Durham Abbey. Both houses continued until Henry VIII suppressed monasticism in England, dissolving them in 1537.


Parts of both churches date to their original building. As to what the monasteries looked like in their heyday when Bede and hundreds of other monks laboured there in prayer, teaching and writing, we now have a far better idea of the sites’ appearance through the painstaking excavations undertaken at Wearmouth and Jarrow by Dame Rosemary Cramp from 1963 to 1978.


In the case of the monastery of St Peter, it was built on slightly raised ground on the northern shore of the River Wear at its junction with the sea. In Bede’s time it was known as Æt Wiuraemutha in Old English, or Ad Uiuraemuda in Latin. The buildings were largely made from limestone quarried locally. The seaside location allowed for good communication by boat but crossing the river required a ferry, and the community quickly acquired some land on the south bank of the river to ensure that they had a safe mooring place there for their boats.


Dame Rosemary’s excavations found that the path running from the church to the river predates the establishment of the monastery, suggesting that there was something at the site that was frequented enough to produce a path. What that was, we don’t know, although scholars have speculated it might have been a Roman watch tower or a pagan shrine.


The church itself may originally have had two storeys, the normal nave and a second storey above that. The archaeology is not definitive, and Bede’s Latin description allows for either a second storey or a separate refectory. The interior of the church was plastered and painted, probably with red stripes, while the exterior was whitewashed, making the building gleam whenever the sun shone. There was also what appears to have been a covered walkway, rather like the later medieval ambulatories, extending at right angles from the church down towards the river.


Apart from the main church there were two other chapels on the site, one dedicated to Mary and the other to St Lawrence, although the archaeologists were not able to ascertain their locations. As well as the churches, there was also the dormitory where the brethren slept, a kitchen and a bakery, as well as sheds and stables.


The monastery of St Paul in Jarrow was built to the south of the River Tyne, in the crook of a bend of a tributary, the River Don. It was set on marshy ground, the local topography having given a name to the original inhabitants of the region, the Gyrwe, the marsh dwellers. The site for the monastery was slightly raised but then fell sharply to the east, to the mud flats leading to the tidal Don. This was a good anchorage, known as ‘The Slake’, which lay away from the dangerous waters at the head of the River Tyne. Although the two monasteries are only six miles apart by land, there were, so far as we know, no existing roads linking the two monasteries, although presumably the monks must have created a good footpath linking the two establishments while the monasteries endured, since there would have been times when the weather precluded travel by boat between them.
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