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PREFACE


It is thirty years since Nick Higham (1993) published The Kingdom of Northumbria AD 350–1100; and twenty since David Rollason’s (2003) Northumbria 500–1100: both landmarks in the historiography of Early Medieval North-East England. Between the two, in Northumbria’s Golden Age (1999), Jane Hawkes and Susan Mills collected a number of ‘state of the art’ papers together for an equally significant volume. Since then, a second important collection of papers, edited by David Petts and Sam Turner (2011), Early Medieval Northumbria: Kingdoms and Communities, AD 450–1100, showed that the pace of development in new source materials – particularly metal-detected finds and excavated settlements – and new thinking, especially in historical geography, is quickening. The outstanding collection of papers published under the title Finds fr om the Frontier, edited by Rob Collins and Lindsay Allason-Jones (2010), has had a profound effect on all future work. The state of the art in Northumbrian Early Medieval studies is excitingly dynamic. A broader perspective, looking at Northumbria from the outside, is now coming into focus, typified by John Blair’s (2018) monumental survey Building Anglo-Saxon England, which reveals a much more sophisticated and organised idea of royal administration and of economic and social dynamism than we could have dared propose a few decades ago.


In undertaking the daunting task of following in these footsteps and in those of the late Dame Rosemary Cramp (1929–2023), the great Early Medieval archaeologist, we now have sufficient material at our disposal to frame this new volume on Early Medieval Northumbria around the mere half-millennium between the so-called Barbarian Conspiracy of AD 367 and the fall of York to the Danish army in 867 – convenient historical book-ends. Our narrative stops short of exploring what is popularly known as the Viking Age, and beyond – it would have required another whole volume, and the expertise of other scholars.


Addressing those themes that form repeating patterns in the history of what we think of as Middle Britain – identity, the Christian conversion, the dynastic politics of Northumbrian kings, its relations with neighbours, allies and friends abroad – we have been inclined in some cases to reinforce long-held ideas; in others to nuance or update them. We like to think that our own individual and collaborative researches, as field archaeologists and colleagues in the Bernician Studies Group, have given fresh slants to the story. We are both enthusiastic students of Bede and of Northumbria’s links with the northern part of the island of Ireland. Colm O’Brien has made a specialism of reconstructing Northumbria’s Early Medieval territorial geographies. Max Adams writes broad narratives encompassing themes of landscape and regionality. But we are both, at heart, excavators, and the increase in published archaeological fieldwork over the last three decades has made it possible to draw a fuller, if still far from complete, picture of settlement and ecclesiastical archaeology. Widely available remote sensing – geophysics and LiDAR (Light Detection and Ranging), in particular – have greatly enhanced archaeologists’ ability to identify and map previously unknown or enigmatic sites and local landscapes, without recourse to excavation.


Two minor revolutions of the last two decades have particularly influenced our thinking. First, the work of historical geographers, especially that of Professor Brian Roberts, has allowed sense to be made of relations between cultural identity and the evolution of landscapes. Second, a huge increase in the recovery of metalwork, particularly coins, has enabled numismatists to offer a counter-narrative to the historical sources, particularly for the eighth and ninth centuries when annalistic material is so conspicuously lacking.


By and large, our narrative structure is based around the reigns of those Northumbrian kings for whom biographies can be sketched in outline. Within those, we have attempted to make connections both backward and forward in time. In particular, we have focused on the theme of territorial lordship – the ways in which élites exercised power over, and in turn drew their power from, stable, hierarchically organised, known parcels of land: from the familia or farm of Bede, through a holistic structure of vills and villae regiae to the shire and beyond. Both secular and ecclesiastical power were mediated through this hierarchy, reinforcing and reinforced by customary law and so robust that they were able to accommodate radically novel political and social realities from the seventh century onwards when, increasingly, rights to exact tribute and services from land were ‘booked’ by charter: first for the early monastic foundations; later for most secular land transactions.


For the general reader, as well as for the student of Northumbrian history, comprehension of its complexities is daunting. While we urge readers to try (or go back to) reading Bede, the greatest historian of the Early Middle Ages, we are aware that keeping up with the names of kings, the different narrative sources, the geographies and dates is enough to make one’s head spin. To that end, we have provided a series of maps that will allow those geographies to become familiar and, through them, we have plotted the key themes as they develop in the narrative. We have also provided a concise timeline of events in three parts; genealogies of the principal early Northumbrian dynasties; and lists of kings’ reigns compiled from the most trustworthy sources. Footnotes give brief explanatory notes; endnotes give reference citations.


The study of Early Medieval Northumbria never stands still. Long-awaited publications and major new research projects will shift perspectives once more – although we are grateful to many colleagues for allowing access to pre-publication material, and to their current thinking on a wide range of themes. Where possible, we have acknowledged them in the text, but we would like to thank the following individually: Brian Roberts and David Petts; Sarah Semple and Roger Miket; Dominic Powlesland, Jane Kershaw, Richard Carlton, Hermann Moisl, Brian Lacey, Sam Turner, Maria Duggan and our friends the members of the Bernician Studies Group. Diana Whaley very generously read the manuscript and has sharpened it on many points, not least by correcting any linguistic solecisms. We would also like to acknowledge the very kind help of the librarians at the University of Newcastle, the Society of Antiquaries of Newcastle upon Tyne and the Lit. and Phil., Newcastle upon Tyne. Our wives, Sarah Annesley and Anne Liddon, are owed more thanks than words can adequately convey.


The authors of long historical narratives must, in the end, confront the impossibility of including ‘everything’. We are painfully conscious that neither of us is an artefact specialist or art historian, although there is much excellent scholarship in these areas. We have also chosen not to spend too much time engaging with the invasion/immigration, Briton vs Anglo-Saxon debate. That is partly a matter of taste; partly a reflection of the fact that science is now changing perspectives on ethnic and genetic identity at a pace which means inevitably anything we say now might shortly be used in evidence against us. In any case, we feel that the debate is in some respects immaterial: we know that Early Medieval people and communities were mobile and dynamic. But the regional diversity and strong identities that we detect – sometimes defined by what people were not, as much as what they were – are based solidly in place, topography, soil and in the deep time of prehistory. All else is mutable.
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PART I: 367–642






 



CHRONOLOGY I: 367–642


367 – The so-called ‘Barbarian Conspiracy’, in which tribes north of Hadrian’s Wall overrun it with connivance of its garrisons (Res Gestae 27.9).*


368 – Count Theodosius is sent to Britain: he recaptures London, restores order and the forts.


369 – Theodosius routs the invaders and begins re-fortifying the frontier. No Roman troops are now stationed north of the Wall. Watch and signal towers on the Yorkshire coast are probably built at this time, between Filey and Huntcliffe.


383 – Magnus Maximus, commander in Britain, usurps the throne from Emperor Gratian (375–83); he crosses to Gaul with elements of the British army.


408–9 – Constantine ‘III’ is recognised as co-Emperor by Honorius; the army in Britain rebels against him, and the Britons expel the Roman administration (Zosimus VI.v.2).


410 – Britanniae Saxonum incursionae devastatae (Chronica Gallica).


415 – A possible approximate date for the birth of St Patrick, based on Charles Thomas’s ‘single, late Patrick’ model.


425 – The so-called Kentish Chronicle, cited by Nennius’s Chronographer, dates Vortigern’s coming to power (HB 66).


428 – The English come to Britain (HB 66).


429 – Bishop Germanus of Auxerre visits Britain with a delegation to put down heresy (Vit Germ 12–18).


437 – The Battle of Wallop, as dated by Nennius’s Chronographer (HB 66): a possible civil war in Britain. A ‘quarrel’ between Vitalinus and Ambrosius.


449 – ‘Traditional’ (calculated by Bede and the ASC) date of arrival of Hengist and Horsa in Kent and the wars against Vortigern.


480 – The earliest plausible date for Gildas writing the De Excidio (more likely closer to 500; possibly as late as 540).


.


.


.


547 – The traditional date of Ida’s arrival at Bamburgh (calculated by Bede) and the foundation of the kingdom of Bernicia.


559 – Beginning of Ida’s reign in Bernicia (our amended chronology).


560 – The beginning of Ælle’s reign in Deira.


565 – The founding of the monastery on Iona (ASC).


572 – The death of Ida; succeeded by Adda (amended chronology).


580 – The death of Adda; succeeded by Æðelric (amended chronology).


584 – The death of Æðelric; succeeded by Theodoric (amended chronology); the probable date of the siege of Lindisfarne by Urien of Rheged (undated in HB 63); Urien is betrayed and killed by Morcant.


588 – Ælle of Deira dies (ASC) [?]; Æðelric succeeds.


590 – Possible historical context for the Battle of Catræth between warriors of the Gododdin and an Anglian warband.


591 – The death of Theodoric; succeeded by Freodwald (amended chronology).


592/3 – [?] The death of Æðelric and succession of Æðelfrið as king in Deira. He takes Bebba as his Bernician wife?


593 – The death of Colm Cille on Iona (traditionally 597 but see Lacey 2013); the death of Freodwald; succeeded by Hussa (amended chronology).


597 – The arrival of St Augustine’s Christian mission in Kent (ASC F).


604 – The death of Hussa of Bernicia; he is succeeded by King Æðelfrið (amended chronology) who defeats Áedán mac Gabráin, King of the Dál Riata Scots, at the Battle of Degsastan as the culmination of a long-running war. Æðelfrið’s brother Theobald is killed. Dál Riata is now tributary to Northumbria.


615/6? – The Battle of Chester: King Æðelfrið defeats British warbands under Solon, son of Conan of Powys and possibly a Mercian warband under Cearl (613 in AC). Edwin, son of Ælle, prince of Deira, marries Coenburh of Mercia, daughter of Cearl (Bede HE II.14); then takes refuge with the royal family of East Anglia.


616 – King Æðelfrið is ambushed and killed by King Rædwald of East Anglia at Bawtry in the Battle of the River Idle (Bede HE II.12 but undated by Bede). Edwin becomes King of Deira, having fought beside Rædwald.


619 – [?] Edwin expels King Ceretic from the British kingdom of Elmet (HB 63).


c.622 – Edwin campaigns against Man and Anglesey and besieges Cadwallon on Priestholm.


625 – King Edwin marries a Christian princess, Æðelburh of Kent. Paulinus is consecrated Bishop of York (Bede HE II.9).


626 – An assassination attempt at Easter on King Edwin by an agent of the Wessex King Cwichelm. Edwin recovers from his wounds and wages war on Cwichelm (Bede HE II.9).


[?] Birth of Eanflæd, daughter of Edwin and Æðelburh.


627 – King Edwin is baptised in a new wooden church at York by Bishop Paulinus. Mass baptisms follow in the River Swale (beside the villa regia of Catræth) and at Edwin’s refurbished palace at Yeavering (Bede HE II.14).


632/3 – Edwin is killed at the Battle of Hatfield/Meicen by Penda of Mercia (633 in ASC) fighting with Cadwallon of Gwynedd. Edwin’s son Osfrið is also killed; the other, Eadfrið, flees to or is taken into Mercia and later killed there (Bede HE II.20).


633 – Northumbria collapses into its constituent kingdoms; reverts to paganism under Eanfrið (son of Æðelfrið) and Osric (cousin of Edwin), both killed by Cadwallon. Cadwallon wastes Northumbria (Bede HE III.1).


634 – Eanfrið sues for peace with Cadwallon in Bernicia and is murdered with his companions.


Oswald returns from exile to claim the Northumbrian kingdom, with a [?] retinue including Dál Riatan and Ionan warriors. He defeats and kills King Cadwallon at the Battle of Denisesburn after raising his cross at Heavenfield (Bede HE III.2).


635 – Oswald sends for Aidan, an Irish monk/bishop from the Scottish island of Iona, to convert Northumbria to Irish Christianity. Aidan establishes a monastery on the island of Lindisfarne and becomes its first bishop (Bede HE III.3).


Oswald is present at King Cynegils’s baptism into the Roman church.


Likely date of the marriage of Oswiu to Rhieinmelth, granddaughter of Urien of Rheged (HB).


638 – The siege of Edinburgh – by Oswald/Oswiu? (AU).


642 – King Oswald is killed in the Battle of Maserfelth (ASC A). He is succeeded by his brother Oswiu in Bernicia and by Oswine (son of Osric: a cousin of Edwin) in Deira.





__________


* See the primary sources section of the bibliography for keys to abbreviations.










1


MARCHER-WARDS: 367–450


Conspiracy and crisis – North of Humber
– Fort, town, villa – Territorial lordship –
Cultural corelands – Patrick, Gildas, Nennius


Only the thinnest of threads seem to connect the ordered, wealthy, urbane and civilised society of Roman Britain with the warlike tribal kingdoms of the Anglo-Saxons, Picts and Britons portrayed by their historians just a few centuries after Rome’s fall around AD 400. Those threads of continuity – geographical, social and institutional – are the more difficult to detect because of a seemingly overwhelming discontinuity in narrative history, in the settlement record, in language and material culture.


The political instability that severed Britain from the Roman Empire in the first decade of the fifth century can be traced at least as far back as the year 350, when Britannia’s governors declared their support for a usurper, Magnentius. His defeat by Constantius II the following year, in a battle in the Balkans, was followed by savage reprisals against Britannia’s propertied classes and the suicide of its vicarius, or prefect.1 Eight years later the Emperor Julian sent a huge fleet of 600 ships across the Channel to extract the province’s grain harvest to feed his Continental armies.2 That same year, 359, when a score or more of British bishops attended a church council at Ariminum (Rimini), three of them had to be subsidised out of public funds.3 A year later, according to Ammianus Marcellinus,* the last great Classical historian, Britain’s northern frontier zone, along the line of Hadrian’s Wall, was attacked: ‘the wild tribes of the Scots and Picts broke their undertaking to keep peace, laid waste the country near the frontier and caused alarm among the provincials, who were exhausted by the repeated disasters they had suffered’.4


The outcome of a campaign to repel the invaders, under a commander named Lupicinus, is unrecorded; but in any case the restoration of military control over the northern frontier lasted less than a decade. Ammianus recalled how, in 367, the Emperor Valentinian was marching with an army from Amiens towards Trier on the Moselle when he received intelligence of a conspiracy of northern barbarians – Picts, Scots and the shadowy Attacotti – which had brought Britain to its knees. Count Nectaridus, the commander of Britannia’s East Coast defences,* had been killed. The dux of the northern frontier, General Fullofaudes,† had been ambushed and cut off by the enemy.5


Despite the distractions of a punitive campaign against the Alamanni of the Upper Rhine, Emperor Valentinian sent a small army to Britain in the following year under a promising commander named Theodosius. He discovered evidence of an army coup and of the betrayal of the frontier intelligence and scouting corps, the milites areani: bribed or coerced by northern tribes to look the other way.6 Theodosius’s forces rounded up looters and army deserters, restored property and disbanded the scouting corps. He was also said to have restored cities and garrisons, reinforced guard posts and defences and brought order to the province. Nevertheless, the shocking speed and ferocity of this incursion, the failure of the frontier defences and the exposure of fatal weaknesses in Britain’s political leadership and military intelligence, reverberated long afterwards.


Historians have seen in the events of 367–9 a pivotal marker for the eventual end of Britain as a Roman province two generations later. In those decades chroniclers’ very sparse notices of events in Britain tell of a succession of usurpers setting themselves up as would-be emperors, using the province and its armies as a platform to launch bids for the imperial throne across the English Channel.‡ The most significant of these was Theodosius’s nephew and comrade-in-arms on the 368 expedition: Magnus Maximus, who launched his own imperial bid in Britain in the 380s and whose name, intriguingly, appears in the genealogies of the earliest Welsh kings.


The decisive crisis came in 408–9 when, according to the historian Zosimus, writing a century later but drawing on a lost, more nearly contemporary account by Olympiodorus:
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Hadrian’s Wall: the definition of Rome’s Northern Frontier










the barbarians beyond the Rhine made such unbounded incursions over every province, as to reduce not only the Britons, but some of the Celtic nations also, to the necessity of revolting from the empire, and living no longer under the Roman laws but as they themselves pleased. The Britons therefore took up arms, and incurred many dangerous enterprises for their own protection, until they had freed their cities from the barbarians who besieged them.7





The Chronica Gallica* paints an even starker image, which needs no translation: Britanniae Saxonum incursionae devastatae.


* * *


There are strong hints of a political crisis in the South in the 420s – of factional and religious tensions, perhaps of civil war: a pro-Roman and anti-Roman party in competition for power; the arrival of proxy armed forces from the near Continent.8 But a narrative history for the lands north of the Humber is almost non-existent before the end of the sixth century, by which time warlord dynasties bearing native British or Germanic names, speaking a novel language, were vying for control of a politically unrecognisable landscape of petty kingdoms. By then Britain no longer had any functioning urban centres; no civil service or state functionaries; no currency aside from recycled Roman coins; no market economy and barely any relations with Continental Europe. The last stratigraphic phases of buildings, streets and defences in Britain’s Roman towns are oft en found to be covered by a thick layer of what is called, enigmatically but literally, ‘dark earth’: their apparently deserted streets and buildings became the back-filled graves of an empire.


Archaeologists, hoping to fill in at least some of the gaps, and to flesh out the disaster narratives of Roman historians, are confronted with a raft of challenges: the lack of dateable coinage from British sites after about 400; the absence of new masonry construction; an extreme paucity of diagnostic finds – decorated pottery, metalwork or textiles – and no chronological context, no history, in which to situate the dramatic changes they see in settlement, agriculture, environment and population.


The archaeological record is a generally reliable witness to catastrophe: fires leave layers of charcoal which can be broadly dated using the radiocarbon 14 isotope. Forts, towns and rural settlements, abandoned in extreme hurry, leave tell-tale signs: unburied bodies, whole pots lying on the floors of houses and barns – the artefacts of daily routines interrupted. But across more than a century of research, in hundreds of excavations, archaeologists of the frontier zone expecting to uncover tell-tale signs of destruction or massacre in its forts, vici, coloniae and villas have failed to detect wholesale destruction: a Pompeii full of hastily abandoned houses, skeletons littering the streets, a dramatic hiatus in daily life. The crises of 360, 367 and 408 have left little obvious evidence in the soil.


Archaeologists have, nevertheless, seen discontinuities in negatives: the apparent gradual abandonment of forts and villas after the middle or end of the fourth century and a chronic lack of evidence for a thriving rural or urban population.* From the point of the view of the grand urbanising Roman project – with its civic buildings and sewers, its roads, public baths and an immense web of markets, towns and literate civil servants, its professional armies, grand country houses set in well-ordered estates and its sense of unshakeable cultural purpose – the political and social upheavals of the fourth century look like the end of an epoch: almost the end of civilisation.


The words of very few, if telling, witnesses – a clerical confession; a smattering of barely credible saints’ lives; pseudo-historical annal entries and an excoriating sermon – survive to sketch a picture of the aftermath. They portray a litany of invasions, civil wars, famine, fire and plague; of Briton against Saxon, of pagan against Christian. But the dispassionate testimony of archaeological excavation and survey, of historical geography, of place-names and pollen samples, tells a different story. The peoples of the lands north of the Humber endured; they adapted. They still raised cattle, grew cereals and vegetables; forged decorative arts and weapons; spun and wove cloth; buried their dead; explored new means of expression and identity that were nevertheless rooted in the deep, sometimes mythic past. They farmed with pragmatism but with an eye to the caprices of their gods. They glorified warfare and treasure in an imaginative world full of warrior heroes and vengeful smiths, dragons and fantastical creatures. They knew who they were, and who they were not. They venerated their ancestors and generally treated their dead with reverence, sometimes with fear. In peace and war they valued reciprocity in gift , service, loyalty, comradeship, reward, punishment and revenge. They feared exclusion, exile and lordlessness above all else. In surviving, they came to experiment with a form of hierarchical lordship in which ceorl, thegn, ealdorman and king, bound by the agricultural wealth of the earth, embedded communities and power structures in their landscapes. Those landscapes – topographies of river valley, fertile plains, coastal margins, wooded hillsides and open upland pastures, of soils and climate – are tangible threads linking the present with the past: age-old constraints and opportunities familiar to farmers, travellers, armies and traders across millennia.


Meteorologically, Britain is divided into four zones: a mild, wet Southwest; a cool, wet North-west; a cool, dry North-east; and a mild, dry, more continental South-east. The most fertile lands lie towards the east and south. The easiest, best-drained arable lay on the gravels and alluvial silts of broad river valleys; heavier, more intractable but more fertile soils were to be found on the clay lands of the Midlands and North-east.


The estuary of the River Humber penetrates some 60km (40 miles) inland from the east coast, fed by the broad and powerful River Trent that rises in Staffordshire, and by the many rivers that drain east off the Pennine chain of hills: Swale, Ure, Ouse, Nidd, Wharfe, Aire, Calder and Don. Ferries have crossed and ships navigated the Humber’s dangerous waters time out of mind; even so, it is both a formidable barrier to movement and a natural frontier between North and South.


The head of the Humber catchment is low-lying, prone to flooding and periodically inundated by floods so as to make habitation and agriculture marginal or impossible. Some Roman-period settlements here were buried by a metre or so of alluvium during the late fourth century, a time when broadly cooler and wetter conditions prevailed.9 North of the Humber, framing the east side of the Vale of York – also prone to flooding then, as now – the chalk Wolds are relatively dry, with few permanent watercourses. These uplands had long before been cleared and demarcated by prehistoric herders; they were rich in surviving prehistoric earthworks, burial mounds and standing stones. Beyond, the Vale of Pickering paradoxically carries the River Derwent inland from near the coast at Filey towards the Ouse at Selby, draining the deeply incised southern slopes of the more formidable North Yorkshire Moors.*
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Map 1 Southern Northumbria: topography and settlement








A Roman road, Dere Street, linked Lincoln (Lindum colonia) and York (Eboracum) to the forts along Hadrian’s Wall, skirting the low ground along the west edge of the Vale of York at the foot of the Pennine chain. A more or less parallel road running along the east side of the vale linked a key Humber estuary crossing at Brough (Roman Petuaria), and the western fringe of the Wolds and Moors to another key river crossing the River Tyne at Gateshead.* Here, a bridge, the Pons Aelius, met Hadrian’s Wall at what is now Newcastle. Both roads crossed the broad, fertile plain of the River Tees: to the west at Piercebridge and to the east at Croft .


West from Newcastle, the Tyne–Solway Gap was not merely a convenient straight line linking east and west coasts with the frontier defences of the Wall: it enjoys the least difficult terrain for passage across the Pennines. In the Roman period the Tyne was navigable perhaps only 20km or so inland† and the River Eden only as far as Carlisle (Civitas Carvetiorum). But a road – the Stanegate – joined Dere Street at Coria (Corbridge) with Carlisle, servicing the Wall forts, shrinking the distance between east and west ports of trade and providing rapid military access along the whole frontier line. Long sections of the Stanegate may still be driven – or walked: from Fourstones village near Hexham along a minor road almost as far as the much-excavated fort at Vindolanda; thence its line can be traced in fields north of General Wade’s Military Road as far as Greenhead; from then on it is largely followed by the course of the modern A69. The deeply incised gorge of the Tipalt Burn is crossed here by a bridge and, rising up the west side onto rough pastures lying at over 200m (650ft) above sea level, the sense of coming into a border land as one passes from Northumberland into Cumbria is palpable; even the weather seems suddenly to change, presaging something much more exposed and remote.


Tynedale also benefits from fertile soils and south-facing slopes: it is abundant in early settlement evidence and is still valued as prime agricultural real estate. North of the Tyne, relatively modest rivers run east off the North Pennines and Cheviot Hills: the Wansbeck, Coquet, Aln and then the more substantial Tweed, whose headwaters lie close to the source of the northwest-draining Clyde. Each of the east-draining rivers is a partial barrier to traffic along the fertile coastal plain of Northumberland. Dere Street crossed the Tyne at Corbridge (Coria), pierced the Wall at what is now Portgate, and drove across the high country towards the River Forth and the second-century Antonine Wall, at Edinburgh (Din Eidyn). An offshoot road, the Devil’s Causeway, linked Dere Street with the Tweed-mouth port of Berwick; another, putatively, ran north from the Tyne at Pons Aelius, perhaps crossing the River Coquet near Felton.
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Map 2 Northern Northumbria: topography and settlement








The Tweed Valley is broad and fertile. Well-populated and culturally cohesive in later prehistory, it came periodically under the control of the Roman military with the strategically key fort of Newstead overlooking a river crossing at Melrose. The Lammermuir Hills and Southern Uplands of Scotland are thinly populated: this is cattle and sheep country, of wide upland pastures, wooded valleys and heather moors. But coastal lowlands around Dunbar and the Forth estuary see concentrations of early settlements. These are the East Lothian heartlands of the legendary Gododdin. To the south and west, along the coast of Dumfries and Galloway, fringing the Solway Firth and bounding the Irish Sea, productive farmland and maritime access fostered cultural and economic relations with Ireland and Man: connecting, rather than dividing peoples.


* * *


The origins of Early Medieval kingdoms, as they are expressed in these diverse geographies, are to be found in the political and economic accommodations made by devolved tribal entities in the fragmenting Roman Empire; and in the layers of soil that archaeologists call late Roman horizons. By the fourth century Britain’s southern provinces were no longer militarised. Britons were Roman citizens, barred from bearing arms and fully integrated into the imperial system of civitates – former tribal areas with regional capitals governed by primarily indigenous élites. But Britain must pay its way, and it became a net exporter of grain, cloth and the mineral wealth of its metal ores: gold, copper, tin, iron, silver and lead. North of the Humber the armies of the frontier were paid for by those taxes – the exploitive price of peace.


Under the late Empire, civil and military administrative powers were progressively separated from one another and devolved to its regions. Taxes formerly levied in coin and bullion came to be extracted in kind as the iugum, a render of labour and goods imposed on its citizens by the civitates. Instead of being exported to Rome these were consumed directly and, therefore, locally. At the same time, the defences of the northern frontier came to rely not on the field armies or comitatenses – élite professional units recruited from across the Empire and sent to serve in distant provinces – but on limitanei or frontiersmen, recruited from and embedded within regional and local communities.10


On Britain’s northern frontier, along Hadrian’s Wall and its forts, the limitanei were largely drawn from the native British population, oft en serving under officers posted from far-flung lands, under the overall command of the Dux Britanniarum at York. The limitanei patrolled and policed the frontier zone and the lands to the north; gathered and passed on intelligence of possibly hostile actions; controlled passage through the line of the frontier and protected the landed economic assets that lay to the south – particularly, perhaps, the state-controlled lead mines of the North Pennines.11 On retirement they were given land on which to settle, farm and raise the next generation of troops. Son might follow father into military service on the Wall; generations of the same family might depend on the forts, and, in turn, the proper functioning of the frontier relied on these communities. They became interdependent.


The fort of Banna (Birdoswald) is perched on the high watershed of the Rivers Tyne and Irthing between what are now Cumbria and Northumberland, not far from the pass at Greenhead. Excavations here in the 1990s, under the direction of Tony Wilmott, revealed local expressions of these broader trends in telling detail. The playing card-shaped fort developed across three centuries, its north wall and entrance incorporated into the line of the Wall, facing the high country beyond the frontier. Banna was manned by an auxiliary cohort recruited from Dacia (roughly modern Romania). In its shadow a civilian settlement, or vicus, grew up during the third century. By the beginning of the fourth century the garrison consisted of limitanei, the locally recruited frontier troops. Evidence for its fortunes after this time focuses on the sites of two horrea, or granaries, which stood inside the west gate immediately south of the Via Principalis. These were huge stone structures, each more than 30m long, with heated flagstone floors and external buttresses, designed to store and secure the garrison’s grain and other foodstuffs.


The first signs that the fort was adapting to new realities on the frontier come after about 350, when the flagstone floor in the south granary was lift ed, the sub-floor was filled in and then the flags were replaced. All the coins from the sealed deposit below the re-laid flags dated to 348 or before, providing a terminus post quem: a date after which the alterations must have been made.12 A series of stone hearths excavated at the west end of this re-purposed granary shows that whatever was still being stored there, the horrea had now also taken on a domestic function – fireplaces being incompatible with grain storage. From the layers that accumulated around these hearths, excavators recovered a gold earring, a black glass ring and a coin from the reign of Emperor Theodosius* (dated to 388–395).


Some time during this period the roof of the north granary collapsed, indicating that it was no longer being maintained for its original function. It seems to have been quarried for stone and other materials and used for the dumping of rubbish. Coins found sealed beneath these layers range in date from the 340s to the reign of Emperor Valentinian I (364–378), including coins of a type known as Fel Temp Reparatio (348–364), from a legend borne on the reverse which ironically translates as ‘the restoration of happy times’. A distinctive, ‘sub-Roman’ type of penannular brooch was also recovered from these deposits.13


Later, two successive timber structures were erected on the site of the north granary. The first was constructed so that its massive posts sat on top of the truncated stone walls. It was given a new stone floor, sealing the rubbish layers and dated finds beneath. Later again a second timber building was constructed – this time shift ed 3m or so north and west so that it only partly overlay the former granary. It now intruded onto the south side of the Via Principalis but, significantly, it aligned with a re-modelled west gate, so that on entering the fort from the west, one’s view was dominated by its gable end. This structure was supported by paired posts on stone post pads and measured 23m by 8.6m: on the same scale and alignment as its predecessors but shorter by some 6m. What had been a military granary seems now to have morphed into an Early Medieval mead hall.


Tony Wilmott, in considering how long this sequence of buildings can be taken beyond the sealed evidence below its floors, argues that the revival of the north granary site must have taken place at or after the final abandonment of the south granary – dated to the reign of Theodosius – and was its direct replacement. He also argues that two timber structures built on stone foundations would enjoy substantial life spans, and that the whole sequence might run through, and beyond, the fifth century.14


The last army pay wagons turned up no later than the late 390s. That Banna and its garrison survived and functioned as a military command after that date demonstrates that here, at least, localised military authority, and the economy to support it, successfully evolved. The grandiosity of the architecture shows that the garrison commander and his troops were not merely huddling in the ruins of the former imperial army fortress – they were the direct successors of its imperial commanders. In later centuries the commanders of such units might be called mearc-weardas, literally ‘marcher-wards’ or ‘border-sentinels’ – an Old English kenning for a wolf. The modern-day visitor to Birdoswald, confronted with the formal, excavated remains of the Roman fort and the massive timber posts placed in their sockets by English Heritage to evoke the epochal cultural shift here in the fifth century, is struck with awe at idea that this is where what used to be called the Dark Ages began.
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From Roman military granary to mead hall: the excavations at Birdoswald








To the east and south, along the Stanegate, the much-excavated fort at Vindolanda shows signs of late occupation and, potentially, of flourishing Christian worship – a possible thread, like territorial lordship, linking the late Roman world with the Early Medieval. The defences seem to have been refurbished in the late fourth century. A building in the courtyard of the remodelled praetorium, constructed with a west-facing apse, is interpreted by its excavators as a church.15 Here also a tombstone dated tentatively to around 500 was inscribed with the Brittonic name BRIGOMAGLOS, meaning ‘high lord’; the accompanying words [HI]C IACIT (‘here lies’) are typical of Christian burial at this time.16 A rectangular stone slab found in a pit near the south wall of the fort, inscribed with a chi rho monogrammed cross, is possibly a portable altar stone, and other buildings late in the site’s sequence are speculatively regarded as possible churches.17 This interpretation depends on the idea that an apse at one end of a rectangular building is diagnostic of a church, but this form of building is not uncommon within southern Scotland and Northumberland, seen for example at Traprain Law hillfort, in the settlement enclosure of Huckhoe and elsewhere.


Around 30 miles to the south-east along Dere Street, the Roman fort at Binchester commanded a key crossing of the River Wear and here a similarly long sequence of occupation extends its life beyond the beginning of the fifth century. During the early to mid fourth century a new and elaborate praetorium, or headquarters complex, was constructed. Around 370 – perhaps in the aftermath of the crisis of 367 – a large bath house was added; then enlarged. After a number of refurbishments that would seem to take the bath house complex beyond the year 400, its furnace became choked with rubble. A smithing forge was installed in one room, while another seems to have been used as an abattoir. Material from the collapse of the bath house vault was cut by a grave dating to the sixth century.18 Elsewhere on the site large quantities of animal bone were recovered from pits and a distinctive penannular brooch was also found.19


Close to the mouth of the River Tyne, the Wall supply fort of Arbeia at South Shields reveals a contrasting sequence over a period that extends the site’s life well into the century after the end of Roman rule. Here, the forecourt of the principia seems to have been partially transformed into a building which has been interpreted as a church.20 A ditch was cut through the metalled surface of a road which contained a coin of 388–402. Afterwards, a new timber gate was installed, with a portal bearing similarities with the gateway remodelling at Birdoswald. An inhumation cemetery was established inside the walls, and, in a courtyard house, two bodies were interred, bearing identical injuries and dating to the early part of the fifth century.21 Here, the evidence argues for striking discontinuity, albeit spread across decades well into the fifth century. The implication is, perhaps, that coastal forts were more vulnerable to disruptive external forces than those inland.


Rob Collins has studied the material culture of the northern frontier and sees in these structural adaptations a broader trend towards relatively smaller garrisons of limitanei, perhaps of 120–150 active soldiers, stationed along the frontier during the fourth century. Their commanders were men of high status, reflecting increased independence and roles that spanned civilian and military governance. They modified their accommodation and the internal structures of their forts as local need arose: to store produce rendered in kind; to act as assembly sites for those communities dependent on them. They were supported by self-sustaining industries and technologies. ‘Public’ buildings were privatised and headquarter compounds oft en turned over to butchery, metalworking, accommodation or worship. They increasingly preferred to build in timber even if their new structures were essentially conceived on imperial models.22


In later Roman towns, roadside settlements and forts these trends – recognisable from large-scale depositions of animal bone, forging waste, metalwork, ancillary workshop debris and remodelled public space – seem from an urbane, Roman point of view like societal failure, even disaster. In the frontier zone it looks more like the emergence of a new sort of locally invested power: territorial lordship. Where piles of animal bone scattered about former public spaces look from one point of view like anarchy and squatting, from another they look like the concentration of animals rendered as tax in kind, butchered, consumed and perhaps partly redistributed through gift s and feasting from a central facility – the fort, where the commander now lived in a converted granary like a warrior in his mead hall. Thickly accumulating layers of so-called dark earth are not necessarily evidence of abandonment, but of a perquisite: cattle belonging to dependents were wintered inside the forts’ walls for protection, adding a valuable layer of manure to the commander’s kitchen garden. Scrap metalwork brought in as bullion, part of a render, was now recycled into distinctive brooches with hybrid Roman, native and Continental affinities, given as tokens of loyalty and esteem to reward officers, clients and local allies, or traded further afield. In turn, burials within forts and towns look like reinforcements of identity and belonging.


A late fourth-century military commander cut off from regular supplies and coin for salaries, severed from the political control and direction of commissars and already embedded within a civilian community to which his soldiers belong, must needs make do. Farmers and craft speople within the hinterland of a fort find their produce requisitioned locally rather than taxed in coin at distant markets; their labour is bent to refurbishing the commander’s accommodation; to tending his cattle. In return, they are protected from the predations of rival garrisons and raiders from beyond the horizon. The former granaries of the fort are repurposed as semi-domestic, semi-public spaces where supplies are gathered and kept safe, where complainants and supplicants are heard; justice meted out; feasts held on the quarter days; gift s given in exchange for loyal service, on marriage and, perhaps, to cement local alliances under which the garrison extended its protection and patronage to settlements beyond its immediate hinterland.


The historical geographer Brian Roberts has observed that along the length of Hadrian’s Wall the boundaries of historic townships, as recorded on the first Ordnance Survey maps in the middle of the nineteenth century but likely much more ancient, almost never butt up against the Wall, as one might expect of so formidable a barrier.23 When the smallest units of territorial lordship emerge in documentary sources in the seventh century, they centre on the vill, a large farmstead to which services and food renders were brought from a known, more or less bounded area of agricultural production: a theoretically centripetal model. In the case of the vills or townships along the Wall, which evolved into the historic townships of the Medieval period, the centres of many of these vills were its forts.*


If local territorial lordship developed in some of the Wall forts, similar types of evidence, albeit fragmented, can also be found elsewhere. Carlisle stands at the west end of Hadrian’s Wall in the tribal lands of the Carvetii.24 Carlisle was Caer Ligualid in Old Welsh, Lugubaliam civitatem in Bede’s Latin, a first-century fortress controlling both a key crossing of the River Eden at the head of the Solway Firth. It lay at a critical intersection of routes running north into what is now South-west Scotland, east along the Stanegate towards the River Tyne, south towards Chester and south-east towards Catterick and York. It later became the civitas capital. Here, the central range of the principia was refurbished, with a new hypocaust sub-floor heating system, which seems to have functioned well into the fifth century, judging by a late coin sequence and evidence for butchery.25 Mike McCarthy, Carlisle’s principal archaeologist over many years, sees strong indications of decline from the town’s thriving apogee in the third century; but he acknowledges that an emphasis in later decades on livestock management, the presence of dark earth deposits and a number of drinking vessels, may indicate adaptation rather than abandonment. Carlisle was later patronised by the Northumbrian royal house, who gave land here in the seventh century to the Lindisfarne community for the establishment of a nunnery.


More enigmatic evidence comes from the headquarters of the Dux Britanniarum at York. Hurried excavations in the late 1960s beneath the Minster, carried out as engineers fought to shore up its massive foundations, confirmed that the church was constructed on the site of the basilican hall in the Roman principia of the legionary fortress – a telling location in its own right. Material from the collapse of the hall, including a significant quantity of young-culled pig bone, was dated to the later fourth or early fifth century. Analysis of finds from the waterfront in the colonia, the veteran settlement on the opposite, south-west bank of the River Ouse, showed that a substantial Roman building there was repaired, refurbished and rebuilt several times after 375–400.26 fifth- and sixth-century cemeteries have long been known from the peripheries of the Roman town, and the establishment of a royal church here – the first in Anglian Northumbria and the precursor of the Minster – by King Edwin in 627 reflects the propensity, as at Carlisle, for former Roman towns to attract royal and ecclesiastical investment – another thread of continuity.


South of the frontier zone in the less militarised Tees Valley, David Petts has assembled a raft of seemingly circumstantial evidence to paint a picture in which novel expressions of power display a geographical, regional logic. Here, military control was exercised along the line of Dere Street at the eastern periphery of the Pennines. The major settlement on this line was the walled town at Cataractonium (Catterick), halfway between the headquarters of the dux at York and the River Tyne, guarding access across the Pennines through Stainmore Pass and Swaledale.* To the east, the broad valley of the Tees encompassed low-lying, well-watered fertile soils, long cleared by prehistoric agriculturalists. The northernmost villas in the Roman Empire are to be found here: the country seats of urbane local officials and worthies. If fort commanders adapted to new, challenging realities by investing in relations with communities dependent on them for protection, villa owners seem to have adapted in much the same way. Villa-style buildings are now known at Old Durham, Faverdale near Darlington, Holme House in Piercebridge, Quarry Farm at Ingleby Barwick, at Dalton-on-Tees and at Leeming Bar; possibly also at Brotton near Redcar.27


The site at Ingleby Barwick, only recently discovered as a result of housing developments, provides a model. This was a second-century wing-corridor villa where, sometime in the late fourth century, grain-drying kilns were inserted into the bath house caldarium. An aisled barn and a large circular stone building, other examples of which are known in the region and beyond, look like equivalents of Birdoswald’s timber granary/hall conversions. The small sunken-floored structures or Grubenhäuser,* so diagnostic of fifthcentury settlements further south in England’s eastern counties, have also been recorded here. ‘Anglian’-style pottery was found in a fire pit, and a late fourth- or early fifth-century crossbow brooch – indicative of a military or civil office-holder – was found at the site.28


At Catterick, sited on the south side of the River Swale some 5km east of the spectacular waterfalls at Richmond from which it may derive its name,† frustratingly little of the town is accessible to archaeologists – much of it lies beneath Catterick racecourse and the tarmac of the A1. Peter Wilson has assembled all the evidence for late Roman and early ‘Anglian’ Catterick29 and notes that in later centuries it retained a high status in Northumbria – the site of royal weddings in 762 and 792,30 and Bede mentions the Vicus Cataracta in a passage relating to the early seventh-century Christian conversions.31 Catræth, the Brittonic form of the name, seems to appear in the most famous early Northern poem, Y Gododdin, which tells of a great battle beneath its walls. A British force which had assembled at Din Eidyn (Edinburgh) had marched to its defeat here at the hands of the Angles of Bernicia and Deira some time in the late sixth century.32 A number of excavations, oft en piecemeal over many years, has revealed tantalising hints of the town’s sub-Roman fortunes: a ‘theatre’ space with flagged floor, cut into by the sunken floor of a Grubenhaus; another Grubenhaus lying within a ditched enclosure; post-pits filled with ‘Anglian’-style pottery and large quantities of animal bone; burials inserted into the latest buildings in a nearby fourth-century roadside settlement. Wilson argues for occupation of at least part of the town into the fifth century and beyond but acknowledges that the record from Catterick is at best partial.


Even so, Catterick’s location provides a focus for looking at the Tees Valley as a whole cultural landscape. Since the publication of Nick Higham’s landmark survey of Early Medieval Northumbria33 some thirty years ago, scholars in historical geography, place-name studies and territorial evolution have fashioned new conceptual tools that reveal complex interactions between land use, settlement and cultural identity.34 For Northumbria, Brian Roberts drew on the work of Joan Thirsk, who observed that British cultural landscapes have emerged from different balances of three types of landscape zones: the open pastures of ‘wet and windy’ uplands and lowland pastures of fen and marsh; a bocage patchwork of savannah lands, with small and large woodlands, copses and wood pastures; and the land that has, over millennia, ‘experienced the plough’.35


Plotting the presence and density of woodland from Domesday Book, Old English and Scandinavian place-names reflecting current or former woodland and the incidence of commons and moorland from the Land Utilisation Survey of the 1930s,36 Roberts highlighted, in negative, core areas of long-time settled and husbanded land: ‘Cleared, stone-picked, manured, drained by ditches, ploughed, harrowed, cropped, and effectively warmed by human care.’37


In Northumbria these husbanded areas are to be found in the broad plains of river valleys and where fertile, well-drained, accessible soils are to be found. Maps 3 and 4 on pages 26–7 highlight these areas: in and around the lower Tweed Valley; along Northumberland’s coastal plain and the Tyne Valley; around the head of the Solway Firth, in the Tees Valley and South Durham; along the Vale of York and in Ryedale, the Vale of Pickering and the Yorkshire Wolds.


Roberts has termed these husbanded zones ‘cultural cores’, reflecting an idea of cultural, social and economic unity, of shared resource and identity. He emphasises that at a local scale there may be a mix of all three landscape types – a patchwork in which localised climate, soil, access, flooding patterns, winds and river courses may all act counter to the general trend, but at a regional scale there are zones within which one of these types predominates. The sources he was able to use to derive the cultural corelands are patchy – north of Yorkshire, there was no Domesday survey – and he restricted his 2010 mapping to the lands south of the Anglo-Scottish border. To reconstruct the corelands of a greater Northumbria, including lands now in Scotland, we have used a comparable suite of evidence: place-names from three separate studies; the incidence of Anglian-style crosses and inscribed stones; primarily arable land as mapped on the Land Utilisation Survey of the 1930s, and a small number of regional analyses. The result is a speculative extension of corelands into Lothian and Dumfries and Galloway.* At its heart lie markers for what is sometimes called an Anglian or Northumbrian ‘takeover’, on the basis of the occurrence of metalwork and sculptural styles, distinctly Anglian names and historical references to active Northumbrian ecclesiasts outwith Bernicia and Deira.
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Map 3 Northern Northumbria: the ‘cultural corelands’
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Map 4 Southern Northumbria: the ‘cultural corelands’








With some confidence we propose cultural cores for the Rhinns of Galloway and Luce Bay; the Whithorn peninsula; the watersheds of the Fleet and Urr rivers and parts of Nithsdale and Annandale. In Lothian a coastal concentration of these markers emerges along the River Tyne* and, west of the River Esk, along the coastal plain of the Forth estuary, while Roberts’s Tweeddale coreland might tentatively be extended as far upriver as Melrose.38


The coherence of his scheme is striking. When independent evidence for the emergence of local power centres in the fifth and sixth centuries is plotted onto these corelands, it becomes clear that there is some fundamental relationship in play. The names of some regional polities further south in England – the Tomsæte (dwellers along the River Tame in Staffordshire), Arosæte, West Willa and others, offer a strong hint at how tribal affinities might concentrate in lands that shared a physical and topographic, as well as cultural, unity. In the case of the drainage basin of the River Roding in Essex, Steven Bassett has shown that its eight Medieval parishes – known collectively as The Rodings – are fossils of a small Early Medieval polity formed of a number of contiguous vills – the fundamental units of territorial lordship.39 For the Rodingas and other groups like them, the river was both a magnetic focus for their identity and a portfolio of self-sustaining resources: water meadow, pasture, tilled fields and woodland.


The Romano-British landscape had been intensively managed: for grain, wool, meat, timber and minerals such as salt, iron, lead, tin and copper. The concentration of villas and productive rural settlements in the Tees Valley, Ryedale, the Vale of Pickering and Yorkshire Wolds indicates a high level of agricultural production. Along the lower Tyne, Northumbrian coastal plain and Solway Firth, a similar pattern of intensive settlement and agricultural enclosure, including hundreds of farmsteads of ‘native’ form, shows how well the regional economy was integrated with the Frontier Zone, supporting its garrisons with an active, growing workforce and economic activity: in transport, construction, services to the military and food production. Pollen evidence for woodland clearance and a rise in grass and arable weeds in the hinterland of the Wall during its heyday is more or less consistent.40


That these corelands are fundamental to the landscapes of the North, and not merely a function of Roman imperial investment in its Atlantic province, is proven by the settlement and environmental record, which shows not just an acceleration of intensive land use in the Roman period; but that the trend had already begun before the legions arrived.41 Even beyond the frontier, in the apparently harsher landscapes of the Cheviot Hills, rich, well-drained volcanic brown earth soils were so fertile that much woodland clearance for intensive pasturing and small-scale cultivation began in the centuries before Roman influence was felt, and prehistoric settlement evidence across the Cheviots shows higher levels of rural population than the land supports today.42


Environmental evidence for the impact of the political, social and economic upheavals of the fourth and fifth centuries is gradually accumulating. Woodland, particularly of birch, alder, oak and hazel, regenerated in the hinterland of the Wall and elsewhere. The evidence is locally inconsistent: in some areas a more open landscape was maintained and cereal cultivation continued. But the overall picture is of land less intensively utilised rather than abandoned, and with much local variation. The regeneration of hazel, for example, might indicate land tumbled down to scrub, then woodland; but it is also the primary utility tree of farming communities, providing a wide range of small-bore, pliant materials for walling, roofing, fencing and light construction, when coppiced on a regular eight- or nine-year cycle. If less meat, wool and grain were being consumed – and therefore produced – much of the land whence they came may have been managed with a lighter touch as wood pasture: a mix of managed trees, small-scale cropping and low-intensity grazing of the sort still practised in parts of Continental Europe.


Cooler, wetter conditions rendered some lowland areas uninhabitable: the Humber Levels above the confluence of the Trent and Ouse; parts of the Vale of York and Vale of Pickering, for example. On the south side of the latter, strips of land roughly 2km wide, stretching from the River Derwent up to the high, open pastures of the Wolds, had been demarcated since the late Bronze Age by burial mounds and earth banks or dykes. At more or less regular spacings along the north-facing scarp, small defended enclosures, like Staple Howe in the parish of Knapton, suggest that a form of territorial lordship enabled élite families to control and consume the surplus of these strips. In the adjacent parish, West Heslerton, very large-scale excavations over several decades have revealed, beneath layers of windblown sand, a landscape occupied from the Late Paleolithic and intensively from the Neolithic period onwards, replete with field systems, settlements and trackways, burial mounds and cemeteries.


In the Roman period, with a major military fort at Malton half a day’s travel to the south-west, native so-called ‘ladder’ settlements lined a road linking the fort, and York beyond, to the coast at Filey. By the fourth century the lower lands in the Vale were increasingly prone to flooding; the string of settlements was more or less abandoned in favour of new sites on higher, drier land. Here, at West Heslerton, a much-visited prehistoric and Roman shrine complex, complete with bread ovens to feed its pilgrims and piles of discarded oyster and mussel shells, stood where a precious Wold spring emerged from the chalk scarp.43 A densely occupied settlement covering some 16.5ha grew up below it and on both sides of the stream during the fifth and sixth centuries; and, almost uniquely, its cemetery has also been excavated, albeit bisected by the A64 trunk road.


Some 400m to the north-east of the settlement, the cemetery in which the early inhabitants of the settlement were interred was only the latest in a palimpsest of ritual structures including a Neolithic hengiform monument and Bronze Age barrows, partly bounded by an Iron Age pit alignment and occupying the east side of the stream as it flowed out into the flatlands of the Vale.44 It seems as though some at least of the prehistoric barrows were still visible. Broad phases of burial have been obtained from the 100 or so graves, which yield sufficiently distinctive finds – brooches, dress pins, beads and other ornaments; knives, girdle hangers, shields and spear and a single sword – to assign them to roughly fifty-year bands. A significant number of metal finds preserved the patterns of textiles – tabbies, twills and tablet-woven bands – in their corrosion products: the largest corpus so far from Northumbria.45


Burials were predominantly inhumations, with little evidence of intercutting, suggesting that markers were employed to identify them. The cemetery seems to have been organised polyfocally, and this indication of possible traditional family groupings has been reinforced in recent years by DNA and isotope analysis of some of the individuals, showing familial associations. The headline from these analyses is that a minority of the population had probably been raised non-locally, perhaps in Scandinavia – including males, females and juveniles.46 At any rate, the pervasive idea that the cultural affinities of grave goods is an indicator of ethnic origin rather than group identity is untenable. Locals and non-locals alike were buried with ‘Anglian’-style artefacts. A more recent, much larger study looking at DNA from well-provenanced sites from the east of Britain, including West Heslerton, suggests that a much higher proportion – both male and female – of the burial population in the Early Medieval period may have moved from homelands on the Continent, albeit over a long period.47 A more refined understanding will, doubtless, emerge with each new study.


Because of the size and longevity of the West Heslerton community one might also expect to find evidence of territorial lordship emerging, or re-emerging here. But it is hard to see any sign of hierarchy among West Heslerton’s organised clusters of houses, workshops, craft areas and animal pens huddled below the former shrine – of one large house or central hall. The rectangular hall-type dwellings are of almost identical size.


In death, as well as in life, West Heslerton’s population seemingly belonged in family groups of more or less equal status. For archaeologists writing the narrative of Early Medieval lordship, of its kings and queens, bishops, thegns, abbots and abbesses, West Heslerton might look like an exception; an anomaly. But local and regional diversity – different, perhaps less visible manifestations of lordship; areas of stronger or weaker affinity; communities bound by less hierarchical codes or able to maintain stronger traditions of independence – all have their place in the Early Medieval mosaic.


Territorial lordship emerged at different times in different places and at varying scales, both before and after the withdrawal of Roman administration from Britain. In the lands north of the Humber it is first visible to archaeologists at forts, towns and some villas. As generation gave way to generation, centres of local power extended control over more settlements and resources, in a process that only becomes transparent with the earliest recording of land transfers to the church in the seventh century. Larger territorial units came to be organised from a central lordship site and, as these emerge, they show consistent signs of having been arranged on a duodecimal basis – that is to say such units, as they become visible in the historical record, oft en come in multiples of six or twelve – townships or vills – under the collective term ‘shire’.48 This extensive form of territorial lordship required a different order of management and exploitation. A home farm – fort, town, villa – might draw all requisite foodstuffs and labour services from its immediate hinterland; but extensive lordship required that the lord – a former garrison commander, local civic dignitary or native aristocrat – move to where he could consume those taxes in kind: the origins of itinerant kingship (see Chapter 2).


The politics, economics and social interplay that gave rise to what looks uncommonly like a ‘system’ in the seventh century evolved over 200 years – a dozen generations of human life. If historians are to take anything from the very uneven and problematic sources at their disposal, it is the sense that lordly poetry and battle cry were accompaniments to social and economic upheaval, conflict and hardship. Three principal documents are in play for the North, long ago gleaned of much significant material but nevertheless still subjects of fierce debate and widely varying interpretation. Like the archaeology, the history begins, it seems, on the Wall – perhaps even at Birdoswald.




I, Patrick, a sinner, quite uncultivated and the least of all the faithful . . . had as my father the deacon Calpornius, son of the late Potitus, a priest, who belonged to the town [vico] of Bannavem Taburniae; he had a small estate [villula] nearby, and it was there that I was taken captive.49





Patrick, the patron saint of Ireland and author of the only first-person account of life – and slavery and Christianity – in fifth-century* Britain, belonged to what passed for its middle classes. He was taken in a slave raid at the age of sixteen and suffered a long period of captivity in Ireland; eventually escaped and after many adventures returned to his family; then went back to Ireland and spent the rest of his life there as a bishop, preaching and converting. The name of the town near which his patrimony lay, Bannavem Taburniae, has caused much scholarly ink to be spilled. No such place is recorded from Roman Britain. Charles Thomas, the historian of Early Christianity in Britain, proposed a scribal error by a cleric who did not know the name but who miscopied an earlier Banna Venta Burniae. A Bannaventa is known to have existed: Whilton Lodge, near Daventry in the central Midlands along the line of Watling Street. Thomas thought this an unlikely place for Irish raiders to be operating in the early fifth century and instead proposed Banna – that is to say, Birdoswald.50 Banna is a credible Brittonic word for a horn or spur of land, such as that on which Birdoswald perches above the gorge of the River Irthing. Venta is a known Latin word for a market or meeting place. Burniae suggested to Thomas Berniae, a pass or gap such as exists at nearby Greenhead on the line of the ancient Tyne–Solway trans-Pennine route – and the name was, he believed, transmitted to the later kingdom of Bernicia, ‘land of the mountain passes’.* Raiders penetrating inland from Carlisle, less than 20 miles away along Stanegate, is a highly credible context for that period; and Patrick’s supposed sphere of operations in Ireland is northern.


If nothing else, Patrick’s story offers telling information about territorial lordship in the fifth century after local power supposedly devolved to the civitates, the tribal councils. His father held office as both a deacon and as a decurion – the latter a civic position likely to have been based in Carlisle. He owned a small estate – a villula – which shows unequivocally that territorial lordship in the first half of the first post-Roman century was still being exercised within a Roman civic and Christian milieu, alongside the military lordship so tellingly exposed by excavations at Birdoswald and elsewhere. Carlisle, Catterick and Lincoln are all good candidates for former civitas capitals re-emerging as the centres of post-Roman political and territorial entities.


Patrick’s background is unlikely to have been exceptional. Memorials to Brigomaglos at Vindolanda; to Latinus, the descendant of Barrovadus at Whithorn in south-west Scotland; to Vetta, the daughter of Victorianus on the Cat Stane at Kirkliston on the south edge of Edinburgh – all speak of literate, Latin-using communities in the fifth century. In the sixth century Carutanus, son of Cupitianus, in Liddesdale; Coninia in Manor Water, Peebles; Nudus and Dumnogenus, the sons of Liberalis, on the Yarrow Stone, were all commemorated in Latin inscriptions. The western part of the Brittonic-speaking world – south-west and south-central Scotland; the Isle of Man; Wales, south-west England and northern Brittany – continued to participate in the common culture of the late Antique West with at least occasional, and possibly enduring, contacts.51


The Confessio offers telling detail, too. Slavery was a feature of raiding across the sea and beyond the frontier in the fourth century. That Patrick was enslaved ‘with so many thousands’ implies that it was a common enough fate. That his return to Britain after six years was facilitated by a ship’s captain who asked no questions and who deposited him and others on an unpopulated shore away from a harbour or port suggests a lucrative trade in people smuggling. That Patrick was, after another period of some years in captivity, able to return to his family implies that they, and their family estate, remained intact despite the disruptive and no doubt tragic effects of raiding on those communities.


Two other native narrative sources purport to record events and political trends in fifth-century Britain. De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae is a three-part sermon by a Latin-educated Christian cleric known as Gildas. It consists of a pseudo-historical account of fifth-century events and an unflattering portrait of contemporary rulers and clerics.52 Like Patrick, Gildas’s life and, therefore, his text, float in chronologically muddy waters, with proposed dates for the composition of the De Excidio ranging from about 500 to about 540.*


Gildas seems to draw on flimsy oral history for much of his reconstruction of events in the generations before his birth. He has a notion of Scottish and Pictish raids on, and the subsequent recovery of, the frontier that might be a folk-memory of the Barbarian Conspiracy of 367; but he mistakes Hadrian’s Wall for the Antonine Wall and dates both to the end of the fourth century or the beginning of the fifth – evidence, he says, of the Romans leaving the North Britons to defend themselves.53 He knows of Magnus Maximus but cannot place him coherently in his narrative of impiety, ill faith and tyranny.


Gildas records that after the final departure of Roman forces ‘foul hordes’ of Picts and Scots appeared in the North, and lazy Britons failed to defend against them. Then: ‘Our citizens abandoned the towns and the high walls . . . and resorted to looting one another.’54


A petition sent by the ‘miserable remnants’ to the senior Roman commander in Gaul, perhaps during the political crisis of the late 420s and 430s, contained this complaint: ‘The barbarians push us back to the sea, the sea pushes us back to the barbarians; between these two kinds of death we are either drowned or slaughtered.’†


The call for help being unanswered, the British nevertheless won a victory that stemmed the assaults of their enemies for a while; but famine followed; then peace for a few years during which Britain was flooded with luxurious foreign goods. Licentiousness followed, then a plague – divine retribution straight out of the Old Testament. Now, all the members of a council – surely the tribal governors of former Roman civitates – along with the ‘proud tyrant’ (superbus tyrannus) recruited three boatloads of Saxons, notoriously competent and predatory sea-going Channel raiders, to beat back Britain’s enemies in the North. Gildas’s understanding was that political governance on a national level survived in at least parts of the province, even if their ill judgement had fatal consequences. These mercenaries – the standard late Roman term for such forces is foederati – were granted monthly allowances. Gildas uses specific terminology for these payments: epimenia, annonae and munificentia – monthly rations; renders in kind from local farms; and cash. Inadvertently he thus shines a light on a distinct type of territorial lordship at work, paying mercenaries by allotting them lands from which to draw renders, along with a hard-cash bonus.


In time, those allowances and the right to render from those lands – and one wonders whose lands they had once been – proved insufficient. The Saxons rebelled: raiding, burning, laying low the great towns. ‘There was no burial to be had,’ Gildas says, ‘except in the ruins of houses or the bellies of beasts and birds.’55 His account is thin on detail, almost completely lacking in geographic specifics, and its internal chronology is virtually non-existent before the well-known denouement of his historical section. In it, a native leader named Ambrosius Aurelianus – whose parents had ‘worn the purple’ – led the Britons to a great victory at Badon Hill, some forty-four years before Gildas’s own birth.


If Gildas’s nostalgically independent Britain had functioned under a sort of national government, in his own day Britons were ruled by kings – five of them: ‘but they are tyrants’. Their geographies are equally vague, although the consensus among historians is that they, like Gildas himself, belong in a western milieu. The same goes for the shameless fools who make up his contemporary priesthood. That a British diocesan church survived into the late fifth century seems evident from Patrick’s account – he was summoned from Ireland to Britain by his diocesan masters to account for himself. A diocesan church required funds, either in the form of land grants (the right to render) or donations from wealthy patrons such as those whose generosity seems to have compromised Patrick’s standing among fellow bishops. In either case, functioning territorial lordship is implied: priests and kings alike were supported by food surpluses generated from land holdings. Indeed, as a clerical class re-emerges into the relatively bright historical daylight of the seventh century, it is clear that monastic entrepreneurs, and the bishops who administered their dioceses, were a sub-species of territorial lords (see Chapter 4).


Whatever else continues to fascinate and frustrate in Gildas’s sermon, nothing of what he purports to tell historians about the fifth century has a direct bearing on Northumbrian affairs. His sermon against kings and priests is generalised and providential: bad things were visited by God on those who failed in their Christian duty. His purpose was not to write history, but to preach.


The testimony of a miscellany first compiled in the early ninth century by a British historian sometimes known by the name Nennius ostensibly offers much more direct information about the North. It is formed of three parts: the so-called Historia Brittonum; a section on the Cities and Wonders of Britain; and the Annales Cambriae or Welsh Annals. The first part is a narrative history which amplifies Gildas’s account, showing some impressive knowledge of fourth-century emperors in Britain, setting the Saxon rebellion in Kent and giving names to both the ‘superb tyrant’ (Vortigern), whose ill-fated invitation to Saxon mercenaries initiated the final destruction of Roman Britain, and the leaders of the mercenaries (Hengest and Horsa). This political account ends with Section 46, when Vortigern cedes territory in Essex, Middlesex and Sussex to the Saxons.


Legendary episodes follow involving St Germanus, Arthur and St Patrick. They seem to be interpolations cut and pasted, so to speak, into the main narrative, which ends with a single-paragraph account of large-scale migration into South-east England from Germany under Saxon kings ‘until the time when Ida reigned, who was the son of Eobba. He was the first king in Bernicia, that is, Berneich.’56


The milieu switches suddenly to the North. There follow genealogies of Bernician, Kentish, Mercian and Deiran kings and extracts from king lists interpolated with records of Northern battles, to the end of Section 66; then a brief but potentially enlightening Chronography. Lists of the Cities and Wonders of Britain follow and the miscellany is completed by the Welsh Annals, a very terse list of events dating between 447 and 954. Because of the political context and very late date of its compilation, and a frustrating lack of corroborative support, historians’ trust in ‘Nennius’ has waxed and waned over the decades. As a miscellany it cannot be dismissed out of hand, despite grave reservations about the weight of interpretation that it will support – not least by Leslie Alcock, who championed it as a narrative history of the Arthurian period in his brilliant 1971 synthesis Arthur’s Britain57 but who, in a second edition published some thirty years later, had become a critical sceptic.


Necessity being the mother of invention, Northumbrian historians still cautiously trawl these opaque waters to provide some sort of political outline for the century and a half between the withdrawal of Roman imperial control in the first decades of the fifth century and the middle of the sixth century. If nothing else, the name Ida, son of Eobba, fires a starting gun for the narrative history of Northumbria. But the idea of Northumbria, as it emerges into history as a single entity, is by no means straightforward.





__________


* Writing in Rome in the 380s. Res Gestae 27.8.


* Formally Comes littoris Saxonici per Britanniam.


† The Dux Britanniarum, with his headquarters at York.


‡ For a fuller summary of these events, see Adams 2021a, 49ff.


* Compiled, judging by the latest entry, in 452.


* A number of coastal signal stations between Huntcliffe in the north and Filey in the south are conventionally dated to the post-360 political landscape. North of Hadrian’s Wall, forts like Bremenium, at High Rochester, seem to have been abandoned or destroyed some time during the middle of the fourth century (Crow 2004). (Ottaway (2013) has good material on York’s signal stations.)


* Rising to 454m OD (almost 1,500ft) at Urra Moor.


* Ad Caprae Caput: literally ‘the goat’s head’.


† The debate over the highest navigable reach is unresolved. At a stretch, Corbridge may have been reachable with flash weirs; more likely Wylam, as now, was the navigable limit.


* Son of the army commander sent to Britain in 368.


* Roberts points out forcefully that a simplistic survival from fort to vill cannot be asserted; the townships have long, complex, nuanced histories; they are ‘residuals’. Roberts 2010, 129.


* Across the lower reaches of the dale, a series of transverse earthworks may be evidence of attempts to block that passage in the Early Medieval period. Fleming 1994.


* The German term for a distinctive type of small structure of the period built over a pit dug into the ground. They are sometimes known as ‘sunken featured buildings’ (SFBs).


† Wilson offers an alternative, equally evocative derivation: Catu-ratis: ‘battle-ramparts’. Wilson et al. 1996, 6, following Rivet and Smith 1979, 304.


* Professor Roberts has very kindly suggested a broad framework for this exercise.


* Confusingly there are two River Tynes. The Lothian Tyne runs east into the North Sea just north-west of Dunbar.


* The dating of his Confessio and, therefore, of his floruit, is a matter of debate; but a date in the middle or late fifth century for his death seems plausible, given that his father was both a deacon and a decurion (as we find from his other surviving text, the Letter to Coroticus (Letter, X)). For a summary of the debate see Thomas 1981, 307ff. Various annal dates for his death are discussed by Dumville 1993, 29ff; they centre on the 450s.


* Some philologists are uneasy about Thomas’s assumption that the ‘e’ in Berniae transmitted as Burniae. The original argument that Anglicised Bernicia and Brittonic Bryneich is the ‘land of the mountain passes’, referring directly the trans-Pennine route through Greenhead, comes from Kenneth Jackson (1953, 704–5).


* Adams (2021a, 200) reviews the evidence and favours a date in the last decade of the fifth century.


† For a detailed discussion of the date and identity of the recipient, see Adams 2021a, 139f.
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