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About this Book


This book examines how small-scale raiding characterized early medieval warfare in the period ad400–850 (it is a common misconception that the medieval period in Britain started in 1066, when in fact it began at the end of Roman rule). The early medieval period has traditionally been called the ‘Dark Ages’, but I tend to avoid using this term. ‘Dark Ages’ suggests an impenetrable time, one more likely to be inhabited by wizards and dragons than a period of normal human beings. I feel this is unfair on the people who lived in that time. The correct term for the period between the classical civilizations (in Britain’s case the Roman Empire) and the modern period is the Middle Ages or the medieval period. For this reason I prefer the term ‘early medieval’ for the centuries immediately after the end of Roman rule.


While it is common knowledge that towards the end of the early medieval period the Vikings raided their enemies, what is less well known is how the Britain they encountered was already a product of raiding and the measures designed to prevent it. Across Britain, there are over 100 early medieval dykes, some of the largest archaeological monuments in this country; in total, they stretch for over 250 miles (400km). They were built to counter the raiding that shaped early medieval Britain. They vary in size from just 100m in length to the famous Offa’s Dyke, which is at least 59 miles (95km) long. They are a symptom of the endemic low-intensity warfare and frequent small-scale forays into neighbouring territories that shaped this period. This book sets out to explain the planning and execution of these raids and how the dykes functioned.


The research behind this book is partly based on a thesis submitted to the University of Manchester for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in the Faculty of Humanities in 2015.
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CHAPTER 1


Introduction and Methodology


Early medieval warfare was carried out on a much smaller scale than most people probably imagine. It was rarely big set-piece battles with kings directing groups of soldiers across an open field. It was a lot more petty and shabby than that (despite the boasting of the poets to the contrary). Warlords, greedy bullies with a fondness for treasure, would gather bands of warriors and raid neighbouring territories. They would be after cattle, slaves and gold. They would burn down enemy homes and hack down those who got in their way. Most of the population, though, did not live by war, but off the land. Sometimes they would take their tools and dig dykes across the routeways that these marauders swept down. When the alarm was raised, the farmers would gather their spears and man these earthworks, hoping to scare the raiders away. Sometimes it would work, sometimes it did not and the defenders (or raiders) would be massacred. The dykes survive as clues to this lost world of medieval conflict.


This book covers the very early medieval period in Britain, that is, between ad400 (roughly the end of Roman rule) to ad850 (when Viking raids became more serious attempts to take over the country). It is the world of the Anglo-Saxons and Picts, but anyone looking for ‘facts’ will be sorely disappointed as all we have is a patchwork of scattered evidence. To make any sense of warfare in this period we need the skills of a historian to sift through the written sources, archaeological expertise to analyse the physical remains and the help of re-enactors who can offer practical solutions to how weapons were made and wielded.


Though images of knights or marauding Vikings capture the imagination, the study of warfare is not popular amongst many academics and many have underplayed the role of violence in the past, or made inaccurate assumptions about its nature. One scholar dismissed those who defined castles as defensive structures as members of the ‘rape-andpillage’ school of history and whilst it is that true castles performed other roles as centres of administration, symbols of power and homes for the families of the elite, to ignore their military role because it is ‘simplistic’ or ‘reeks of testosterone’ is very short-sighted.1 Whilst writing this book I attended an academic conference where a scholar basically dismissed anyone who thought castles were about war as a sexist, misogynist dinosaur. The tendency to underplay the role of violence in the narrative of the past is particularly prevalent amongst scholars of early medieval Britain. In recent decades, the Anglo-Saxon ‘Invasion’ has been dismissed as a peaceful change in culture. One of the most influential books on Vikings in the twentieth century suggested that accounts of their attacks were exaggerated by monks who had reason to paint the pagan men of the north in the worst possible light and Vikings are increasingly portrayed as traders, not raiders.2


With the hostile Anglo-Saxon takeover of lowland Britain being dismissed and Vikings reduced to market traders, the early medieval period is becoming safe, tranquil and, to be honest, a bit boring. The reluctance of the post-Vietnam generation of archaeologists to ascribe a military purpose to any defensive earthwork or buried weapon has been termed ‘the pacification of the past’.3 Today, however, many historians and archaeologists are returning to the notion that war, raiding and slavery were fundamental parts of the shaping of prehistoric, early historic and medieval societies. I hope to prove that low-intensity warfare characterized this period and dykes are one manifestation of that phenomenon:


There was in Mercia in fairly recent times a certain vigorous king called Offa, who terrified all the neighbouring kings and provinces around him, and who had a great dyke built between Wales and Mercia from sea to sea.


(Taken from Asser’s Life of King Alfred written about ad900.4)


Across Britain, there are numerous long earthworks, some of which stretch for miles across the landscape. Unfortunately, this tantalizingly enigmatic reference to an eighth-century Mercian king building an earthwork along the Welsh border is one of the few early medieval clues as to who built them. Even in this quote, it is not clear why it was dug, though the author seems to imply that this king built it because he was ‘vigorous’ and wanted to terrify his neighbours.


Despite having numerous ramblers following them across the landscape every year, we know surprisingly little about dykes. The quote above suggests that Offa probably ordered that one to be built, but we cannot be sure who ordered the building of the rest, or, more importantly, why. Furthermore, while we suspect that there was a rash of dyke building in the early medieval period, we are also uncertain which dykes are definitely early medieval (and which are not). This book is partly based on my PhD thesis on early medieval earthworks (dykes), a subject I chose because I felt that a comprehensive study of early medieval dykes was long overdue. As my study reached a conclusion, it became apparent how most of the dykes had a military function. If that was the case, it meant that warfare was far more endemic than many had thought and that these earthworks can help us to reconstruct some of the mechanics of such conflicts. By placing warfare (in particular raiding) back into the narrative, we can see how it helped to mould early medieval Britain.


My interest in this period of history started at a very early age. In 1982, my parents bought me a copy of Michael Wood’s In Search of the Dark Ages, a book that tied into a television series I had avidly watched the previous year.5 Despite being just fourteen, my copy was read and reread many times over. I had been particularly interested in the King Arthur episode and that shadowy period just after the end of Roman rule in Britain. It seemed incredible to me that we knew so little about how the country I lived in, England, and the language I spoke, English, had come into being.


The following Easter, my father and I went on a camping trip to Dorset to visit some ancient monuments that had interested him as a young man. In a small bookshop, I picked up a copy of Exploring Ancient Dorset, a guide to that county’s key archaeological monuments.6 What fascinated me was the dykes of the early medieval period (or Dark Ages, as was the term more commonly used in those days), which seemed to guard Dorset against the Anglo-Saxons of Wessex. We visited one, Bokerley Dyke, and strode along the mysterious grass-covered bank. Later, we drove to Wareham, where, in the walls of Lady St Mary’s church, pre-Anglo-Saxon names could be seen carved into the stones in the walls. I was at that age an avid fan of the writing of J.R.R. Tolkien and was captivated by the way in which he would add layers of history to a landscape and his characters would slowly realize that they strode through the remains of lost kingdoms and empires. Here, I thought, in Dorset – underneath modern England – was a lost world, a ‘Welsh’ kingdom protected by vast earthworks. These dykes were literally the biggest pieces of evidence as to what had happened. They were not scraps of pot or garbled accounts written (and rewritten) long after the events, but clues in our landscape. If I could decode them, then I could cast light on this murky period.


During my time at school and as an undergraduate I had to study the Tudors, the twentieth century and the English Civil War, periods where there are so many surviving documents that it seemed to be more like journalism than history. The Dark Ages, the early medieval period, was what I wanted to study. I knew that it would take an interdisciplinary approach. I would need to understand the landscape, unravel the documents, decode the place names and piece together the archaeology. Long after I graduated, I studied Latin and Brythonic languages (like Cornish), joined an archaeology group, read the works of landscape historians, analysed early medieval texts and avidly devoured hundreds of archaeological reports. When I was able to take a Master’s degree at the University of Manchester, working with early medieval specialists, I found out that nobody had made a comprehensive study of early medieval dykes. I could not believe my luck; most aspects of this period had been studied and reappraised on multiple occasions, but this subject seemed almost untouched. Sure, great archaeologists and historians had discussed individual dykes or even a few nearby earthworks, but nobody had seriously gathered together all the evidence and pondered what their construction meant for this period. I applied to do a PhD thesis at Manchester and, luckily, my request was accepted.


This book is the outcome of that study. In it, I attempt to establish how many dykes date to the early medieval period and calculate how many people were needed to build them. I collate all the available evidence (including archaeological and written) in order to hypothesize why these dykes were built and what functions they fulfilled. This book analyses what Fox calls ‘travelling, running or linear earthworks’, but as these are rather clumsy terms, the term ‘dykes’ is used throughout.7 This work is limited to the period ad400 (roughly the end of Roman rule in Britain) to 850 (just before Viking raids became invasions), in order to exclude Roman defences and those structures built by, or to counter, the Vikings.


The study mainly covers Wales, England and lowland Scotland where the dykes are located; the highlands and islands of Scotland do not seem to contain any. This book helps us to understand how dyke building fitted into the wider changes that transformed Britain south of the Forth–Clyde line in the period 400–850. At the start, lowland Britain was part of the Roman Empire; it fragmented into tribal groupings and then towards the end of the period large kingdoms emerged, some of which spoke a Germanic language brought by invaders from across the North Sea.


While this work contains evidence obtained by archaeologists, it is not written by one. Linking archaeological evidence with written evidence is always problematic, but if historians do not study periods where archaeology provides the bulk of the evidence, they potentially surrender the chance to marry an analysis of early medieval texts with the physical remains from the period.


CHANGING ATTITUDES TO EARLY MEDIEVAL WARFARE


Let us examine the changing attitudes of historians to early medieval warfare in a little more detail. Up until about thirty years ago, scholars discussing this period would often mention warfare without specifying how it worked in any detail. The Anglo-Saxons simply ‘invaded’ Britain, conflicts were ‘wars’, battles were just ‘battles’ and it was presumed that it was sufficient to describe kingdoms fighting each other with little or no discussion of the logistics of how that happened. There was also a move to airbrush war out of the narrative. As well as the trend to classify Vikings more as traders than raiders, attitudes to the Anglo-Saxon invasion began to change. With it no longer seen as a mass invasion where hordes of Germanic warriors either murdered the natives in a genocidal war or swept them aside into Wales, scholars rightly began to ask if many Britons could simply have adopted Anglo-Saxon culture. Others took this idea further until it began to be argued that hardly any or even no Anglo-Saxon crossed the North Sea in the fifth century.8 Such a hypothesis requires large swathes of archaeological, linguistic and historical evidence to be dismissed or radically reinterpreted in ways most scholars would not accept and has been described as simple ‘silliness’.9


In terms of dyke studies, one example may suffice of how the study of these earthworks changed from a simplistic view of warfare, through a pacification process to a more nuanced view involving raiding. Initially, the Cambridgeshire Dykes were seen as defences erected during times of war, though it was not known when they were built. In the 1920s and 1930s, archaeologists excavating Bran Ditch in Cambridgeshire found the remains of over fifty bodies, most of which showed clear signs that they had met a violent end. They assumed they were from a Viking massacre, though later writers have classified them as executed criminals from the period 900–1080. A frenzied act of mass butchery became a deliberate and considered judicial process. Muir cast doubt on whether Cambridgeshire Dykes ever worked as military structures, though admitted that they might break up a cavalry charge.10 More recently, attitudes have changed, and the Cambridgeshire Dykes have again been seen as defensive solutions to military attack.


The problem scholars often had with warfare was that they simply did not understand how early medieval people fought and the odd references to battles in sources like The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle did little to help. However, not all scholars followed this trend of removing the role of conflict from their theories. In 1987, a conference at Oxford on Anglo-Saxon warfare was held, looking at many various aspects of how conflicts were fought, evidence of weapon injuries from cemeteries, the weapons used and the logistics of fighting wars.11 Almost a decade later a collection of papers looking at early medieval violence across Western Europe, its causes and nature, was published under the editorship of Guy Halsall.12 Academic studies can only go so far and the growth of experimental archaeology (recreating the past in a physical form, such as making replica swords) and the growth of re-enacting gave new insights into how early medieval weapons worked in practice. Underwood’s 1999 book discussed the archaeological and written evidence and then he examined how to make and wield the weaponry.13 Although no substitute for the real thing, it is now possible to watch re-enactors using weapons of the same weight and design in mock battles, bringing back to life the noise and chaos of early medieval fighting.


In more recent studies, fighting and warfare have become integral to the story of how Roman Britain became early medieval England, Scotland and Wales. Scientific advances mean that it is much easier to differentiate between victims of battle (or massacres) and murder victims. Historians are far more willing to accept the role raiding played in undermining Roman authority and conflict is now integral to the narrative of how lowland Britain became Anglo-Saxon England. Cattle raids are seen as an important way in which early medieval leaders gained wealth; slave raiding is seen as having a similar function and, like cattle raiding, could destroy communities as well as help to create new elites. Warlords who engaged in raiding are now seen as the founders of early medieval kingdoms and raiding by and between kings is seen as a mechanism whereby such rulers reinforced their power. Now no study of the Vikings is complete without a long discussion about how warriors were trained, weapons made and an examination of how raiding worked in practice. In 2007, the Landscapes of Defence Project hosted a conference at University College London specifically on ‘Landscapes of Defence in the Viking Age’. Whilst at the conference, I noticed how continental academics had no problem with the idea that an earthwork could have a military function.14


The footsteps of marching war bands, the scars of battle on the bodies of warriors and most other evidence of early medieval warfare have long since faded away, but the dykes built to counter those raids still survive. Their size, location and distribution are among the few clues as to how and where early medieval conflict occurred. Now that war and raiding are again seen as an important part of the tapestry of early medieval history, before we turn to studying dykes in depth I feel it will be helpful first to see how scholars have classified, discussed and reappraised this least understood aspect of early medieval warfare.


THE DEVELOPMENT OF DYKE STUDIES


‘I would maintain that, on a subject of such bewildering confusion as that of our ancient dykes and earthworks, any reasonable hypothesis that enables us to group together a certain number of these boundary lines, can hardly fail to be of service.’15 Guest’s 1849 call for a systematic study of the dykes of Britain went largely unheeded, but an examination of how previous scholars have studied dykes might help us to understand how they work as well as formulate future research strategies. Early medieval dykes can attract some bizarre theories; Pitt Rivers once postulated that Bokerley Dyke and Grim’s Dyke acted as a giant funnel for herding deer from the New Forest to Cranborne Chase Forest, a claim so unlikely that even he dropped it almost immediately.16


An analysis of, say, modern cars that merely concentrated on Ferraris and Bugattis would be considered fatally flawed, yet most studies of early medieval dykes have focused on the more famous and larger ones. As dykes are physical features, most discussions have been by archaeologists, who have focused on the size, length and fabric of a dyke rather than on their role in early medieval society. This book addresses the whole issue of why there was such a rash of dyke building and what that tells us about the processes at work.


After Asser’s brief mention of Offa’s Dyke, it was not until the rise of antiquarianism in the eighteenth century that descriptions of most of these earthworks were published. While some antiquarians probably exaggerated the size of earthworks, we must be cautious of dismissing outright the descriptions of the dykes from before they suffered the ravages of the Agricultural Revolution. Some scholars went beyond merely describing the dykes and tried, often erroneously (with hindsight), to link them with known historical events like the Belgic invasions mentioned by Caesar or Caesar’s own invasion. Among these early, rather speculative descriptions, the work of the Wiltshire historian Sir Richard Colt Hoare (1758– 1838) stands out, not only in terms of the quality of his survey work, but also his ability to differentiate between features of different dates, for example by realizing that the central section of Wansdyke was actually a Roman road.


The rise of modern archaeology in the nineteenth century led to great strides being made; Augustus Henry Lane Fox (1827–1900) was the first to excavate dykes in a systematic manner. In 1875, he used excavation evidence to demonstrate that the flint mines at Cissbury in Sussex predated the Iron Age hill fort because a portion of the rampart overlay a mineshaft. This conclusion that newer features are to be found on top of older ones seems obvious to modern readers, but this reasoning was a massive step forward that led to later scholars developing dating by stratigraphy.


In 1879, Fox excavated the Danevirke in Denmark with a colleague using a spade borrowed from a nearby cottage, but despite these ad hoc methods and his inability to date securely the monument, he was able to detect modifications made to the dyke. In 1890, Fox inherited a large estate based on Cranborne Chase, an area full of archaeological sites, allowing him to indulge further his passion for archaeology, though it also entailed him adopting the name Pitt Rivers; modern scholars usually refer to him by this later moniker. Pitt Rivers (as we shall now call him) carried out further excavations at Bokerley Dyke (which he called Bokerly Dyke) and Wansdyke between 1888 and 1891, but age prevented a planned excavation at Offa’s Dyke. He was a military man, a General, whose studies of the development of the rifle (for example, how new models usually innovate slightly on older designs) influenced his thinking about changes in archaeological artefacts over time. He unsurprisingly saw dykes as military structures built by successive waves of invaders.


After Pitt Rivers, works on dykes took something of a step backwards for the next three decades. In 1913, Godsal wrote a study encompassing many of the more famous dykes. However, it contained no new survey of the earthworks or archaeological evidence, but was full of rather crude notions of race that sound quite offensive to modern ears.17


Arguably the most famous figure in twentieth-century dyke studies was Sir Cyril Fox. His fieldwork was thorough and the plans he produced were far in advance of anything previously seen, but he also analysed the monuments, attempting to link them with known historical events. He started studying the dykes in Cambridgeshire, which he postulated were built by the East Angles (the Anglo-Saxons who inhabited Norfolk and Suffolk) in the early medieval period. He spent the years 1925–32 carrying out an intensive survey of Offa’s Dyke and Wat’s Dyke, which was collected into a single volume in 1955.18 He concluded that Offa’s Dyke was a single structure designed to mark the Anglo-Welsh border and ran from sea to sea with the gaps (for example, in Herefordshire) being where thick woodland made an earthwork unnecessary. Though he concurred that it looked military, he thought it was an agreed boundary often set back from the actual frontier to allow the Welsh access to resources like the River Wye. Inspired by his rigorous fieldwork, in 1946 Fox, along with O’Neil and Grimes, produced an excellent guide to surveying dykes.19 In 1958, Fox and his second wife, Aileen, wrote a work on Wansdyke that dismissed the idea that Wansdyke reached the Bristol Channel and concluded that it was in fact two separate monuments built at different periods by the West Saxons.20 Fox’s fieldwork methods have greatly influenced scholars up until the present.


Despite being employed by the Ordnance Survey, Osbert Crawford’s 1953 book also went beyond merely surveying dykes and is the first work systematically to compare British dykes with examples from the Continent.21 The study was a reaction to Major and Burrow’s book on Wansdyke, which Crawford (rightly) considered full of inaccuracies.22 Crawford noted how many of the British dykes seemed to bar thoroughfares and that overseas dykes or walls varied in their purposes, some being military structures, others customs barriers, while some combined the two purposes. Unlike many who have written on the subject, Crawford did not limit his analysis to the major dykes; in one article he looked at how the names of mythical giants had become associated with the relatively obscure dykes of Cornwall.23 His analysis was unfortunately largely limited to describing dykes as either military-political (with no clarification of what that meant in practice), or in respect of the coastal dykes (like Dane’s Dyke at Flamborough Head or the Cornish dykes) calling them beach heads. He also made no attempt to group what he termed defensive linear earthworks by period (probably because of the lack of dating evidence); in his list of them given as an appendix to his field archaeology guide he includes prehistoric and Anglo-Saxon dykes together with undated earthworks. These shortcomings are easy to criticize now, but at the time Crawford’s work was exceptional.


Since the days of Fox, there have been major scientific advances in archaeology by which scholars can test previous assumptions, such as whether areas of primeval woodland explain possible gaps in a dyke. The technique of examining soil samples for pollen so that we can understand the flora of historic landscapes has a long history. It was rarely used on dykes prior to C. Crampton’s 1966 study of dykes in Wales, which was the first to date various earthworks using pollen and soil samples from under the banks.24 Heathland and peat developed in the uplands from the Bronze Age onwards. Crampton, in a brilliant piece of insight that was decades ahead of its time, felt that the amount of clay and silt weathered into the peaty podzol was a good indicator of the age of the ground and so could be used to date the banks that overlay such soils. An analysis of mollusca (snails or beetles) from archaeological deposits can also tell us if a dyke originally passed through open, marshy, dry or wooded areas. A series of excavations carried out by H. Stephen Green on Wansdyke in the late 1960s provided the first opportunity to combine snail and pollen analysis to dyke studies.25 While the evidence for snails was largely inconclusive, the pollen samples (analysed by G.W. Dimbleby) suggested that central parts of the eastern half of Wansdyke passed through pasture. Now at last historians knew what kind of landscapes the builders of the dykes worked in.


Today we have even more scientific tools that we can use to analyse dykes. The emergence of radiocarbon dating, dendrochronology and Optically Stimulated Luminescence (the limitations of which are discussed in detail later) has further helped us to date organic material. We can now see features below the ground surface using geophysical surveying techniques (resistivity and ground-penetrating radar), which can help to locate sections of dykes long since ploughed flat, though this technique is often useless through the tarmac of modern roads that sometimes cross earthworks.


Another recent advance is Light Detection and Recognition (LIDAR), in which highly accurate images of the ground are taken using lasers mounted on low-flying planes. This technique allows us to make aerial photographs that not only reveal surface remains in open country, but also the ground surface in wooded areas so that even overgrown sections of earthworks are now detectable. If a dyke has been completely flattened, though (like the Black Ditches of Suffolk), LIDAR is of little use. Where LIDAR data are available (for example, Gilling Wood Dyke in Yorkshire, Danes Dyke, Giant’s Grave in Cornwall and Heronbridge), it is possible to see if medieval ridge and furrow respect the dyke and presumably therefore post-date it.


These new tools require new skills. Green’s study of the pollen at Wansdyke demonstrated the need for dedicated experts to analyse the results of these new scientific techniques and recent advances in technology have increased the need for qualified specialists to interpret the plethora of technical data. Large and well-funded studies now produce much greater amounts of information not only using pollen and snail analysis, but also geophysics and radiocarbon dating. A 1996 study carried out by the Archaeological Field Unit of Cambridgeshire County Council that examined the four Cambridgeshire Dykes involved careful excavation and the application of the full range of modern scientific techniques.26 The study helped to clarify the dating of the dykes, the construction methods, past environmental conditions and possible evidence of maintenance. The age range suggested by the stratification and the radiocarbon dates (ad330–700) are frustratingly still too wide to link them with specific political events. Unfortunately, the archaeologists were unable to dig the tarmac roads that overlay the ancient thoroughfares through the dykes, so it was impossible to prove or disprove that gaps originally existed to allow the movement of goods and people through the dykes.


Despite the numerous advances in the science of archaeology in the last century, the methodologies used in the study of dykes have often not significantly changed. Scholars have often just concentrated on trying to prove that dykes were either longer or shorter than previous studies suggested, with endless discussions about whether certain hedgerows marked the course of the lost sections of dykes or were later features. In 1977, Frank Noble’s MPhil thesis rejected Fox’s view that impassable forest in Herefordshire was the cause of gaps in Offa’s Dyke, instead suggesting that there was little undergrowth under the canopy of mature woodland in medieval Britain as there were more mammals.27 Noble also proposed that many hedges that Fox claimed were hypothetical lost sections of the earthwork were actually later agricultural features. He unfortunately died soon after producing his thesis, though his pioneering work did lead to the creation of the Offa’s Dyke long-distance footpath and there was a posthumous publication of parts of his work. In Fox’s day, Offa’s Dyke was thought to consist of 80 miles (130km) of constructed earthwork, but, thanks partly to Noble, more recent authors have concluded that it consists of the main earthwork, which is less than 62 miles (100km) in length, and disconnected banks that may or may not have been built as part of the same scheme.


The study of Offa’s Dyke was continued by David Hill (later aided by Margaret Worthington), using students from the Extra Mural Department of the University of Manchester to complete a comprehensive survey of Offa’s Dyke and test-dig some sections.28 Rather than seeing it as an Anglo-Welsh border (especially as neither England nor Wales was united in Offa’s day), they noted how the only portion of the dyke that was not in question, the central section, approximated to the Mercian–Powys border. They excavated many of the hypothetical gateways on Offa’s Dyke, mainly where modern roads, paths and tracks cut through the dyke, and also pioneered the use of resistivity surveys to locate sections of earthworks ploughed flat by agriculture. When they excavated the ditch at the hypothetical gateway sites, they found no evidence for causeways. They decided that the dyke was defensible, rather than defended, and that it was not permanently manned like Hadrian’s Wall, merely patrolled with local defenders called up in times of trouble. They thought that it was designed to prevent raids from the Welsh kingdom of Powys. Their model of a military infrastructure behind the dyke of warning beacons and defended villages unfortunately relied more on conjecture than concrete evidence.


Ever since Asser’s assertion that Offa’s Dyke reached from sea to sea, the debates about the lengths of certain dykes have raged, especially over Wansdyke. Collinson claimed that Wansdyke was 80 miles (129km) long; Pitt Rivers estimated it to be just 60 miles (97km) long; Major and Burrows suggested it was 74 miles (119km) long; while Fox’s maps show only about 24 miles (39km) of built dyke. While the debates about the extent of individual dykes are important (for example, if Offa’s Dyke did not reach from sea to sea, it is more likely to mark the Mercian–Powys border than the Anglo-Welsh divide), recently historians have begun to go a little further by actually analysing dykes. They have sought to explore the wider cultural, psychological and/or political reasons for both dyke construction and the consequences of their existence. As far back as 1981, Richard Muir postulated that the Cambridgeshire Dykes might have no practical purpose, but were merely enormous and empty displays of royal power.29


Since the 1980s, scholars studying Roman frontier defences (limes) have begun to interpret them as zones of interaction rather than watertight barriers.30 At the same time, scholars of early medieval fortifications have increasingly been inclined towards the view that rulers invested in earthworks less to ward off invaders than to unify their kingdoms. Rulers promoted the idea that the neighbouring kingdom or tribe was ‘the enemy’, then imposed their power over their own people by enforced labour service building fortifications against their enemy.


Perhaps earthworks could also reduce conflict as well as divide people. In 1999, Nicholas Boldrini postulated that the two branches of the Roman Ridge in South Yorkshire might mark not a border, but an attempt to create a ‘liminal’ space, perhaps in which to parley.31 Liminal is a popular buzzword amongst some historians and archaeologists, but it simply means border or transitional areas not under the secure control of anyone. Such developments reflect the post-processualist movement in archaeology, which views variations in material culture as less reflective of the innate differences between tribes than as attempts to construct regional identities among rather cosmopolitan groups of people. Groups used fashion and other aspects of culture to form an identity. In early medieval terms, it would mean that people were not naturally or innately Anglo-Saxons or Britons (or on a smaller scale Mercians or the people of Powys), but that these cultural identities were forged and moulded by leaders with agendas.


Theories that espouse symbolic rather than practical uses for dykes have become popular. Damian Tyler has proposed that Offa’s Dyke was less a practical military structure than a symbol of Offa’s imperial pretensions and an attempt to copy what the Romans had done on their northern British frontier; it was part of a state-building exercise by which Offa portrayed himself as the protector of all the English.32 Similar reasoning has been put forward for Wansdyke; Andrews Reynolds suggested that it was an attempt by the new kingdom of Wessex to define itself against the powerful Mercian kingdom to the north, while Draper argued that on a smaller scale East Wansdyke stimulated the creation of the shire of Wiltshire.33


Some still argue a potential military use for dykes. For Stuart Laycock, however, some dykes, like the Cambridgeshire Dykes and Wansdyke, did not mark the border between British and English kingdoms, but were earlier cultural divides built as the country collapsed into tribal warfare in the period between the final years of Roman rule and the arrival of the Saxons.34 He argued that they marked the fragmentation of Britain along much older tribal lines during and after the end of Roman rule in a similar way to the situation in Yugoslavia in the 1990s. Some recent scholars have been less certain about why the dykes were built and have examined various hypotheses, but come to no concrete conclusions. One of the authors of the Cambridgeshire report who went on to analyse the Welsh Border dykes, Tim Malim, has argued that they helped kings to control trade and also the movement of people in and out of their kingdoms, prevented raiding and displayed the power of the crown.35


The trend of analysing motives rather than measuring the length of dykes has led to the most wide-ranging analysis of the cultural, social and political reasons behind dyke building carried out by Paolo Squatriti of the University of Michigan.36 His studies have covered some of the major early medieval dykes from across Europe, various Bulgarian earthworks including the Great Fence of Thrace (Erkesia), Offa’s Dyke and the Danevirke, even Charlemagne’s attempt to dig a canal between the Danube and the Main. It is worth examining his ideas in some detail.


Like Tyler and Reynolds, Squatriti postulates more symbolic and political roles for dyke building: the act of building the earthwork is as important (or possibly even more so) than how the final structure was utilized on a daily basis. He dismissed utilitarian functions for dykes, such as their use as a fighting platform (as the kingdoms did not have the manpower to garrison them), or being a border marker so that travellers would know where the edge of the kingdom lay (as they have gaps). He pointed out several problems with the idea that dykes were just political boundary markers: they are unnecessarily large; later cultural or administrative boundaries rarely follow them; medieval kingdoms did not have sharp borders; and, finally, expansionist kingdoms like Mercia had little reason to fossilize their boundaries. He proposed that they were just theatrical features intended to enhance the prestige of kings and, in turn, their kingdoms. Such theatricality was particularly apt when kings had only recently established themselves and wished to demonstrate both internally and externally that they had control over their territory, in particular over debatable borderlands. The diggers knew they served little utilitarian purposes, but showed their loyalty to the ruler by accepting false military reasons given by the kings for constructing the earthworks. People in border areas recently incorporated into the kingdom were required to do the digging as a labour service to their ruler; it was the easiest way a king could extract value from a people in an economy where monetary taxation was unusual (as coinage was rare) and it incorporated them in the power structures of the kingdom.


Squatriti’s suppositions contain weaknesses, however, some of which he acknowledged. He was unable to explain why, for example, if these earthworks were built to glorify individual kings, the name of the ruler who ordered them was so rarely remembered. Specialists in the Bulgarian earthworks offer a very different scenario, noting how the dykes functioned militarily on a practical level and how forts replaced linear earthworks as the main type of defence.37 Without a comprehensive gazetteer of all dykes, his study was limited to the better known and largest examples. He freely admitted to me when I contacted him that the smaller dykes in Britain may have had a military function, as his idea about earthworks being non-practical exercises in the theatre of kingship only applies to the larger examples. Additionally, although he mentioned local people maintaining and sometimes rebuilding dykes, he did not explain why they did this if the dyke had no obvious practical use for them. The borders of the early medieval kingdoms did not just move, they were amorphous zones with debatable marches, as Squatriti himself acknowledges. This would mean that any king using the building of an earthwork to unite his kingdom would have an obvious dilemma when deciding where to construct it. If he built a dyke near the core of his kingdom, it would seem to exclude the marches and undermine his claims to a larger territory; if he built it near the fringes of his control, he would provoke neighbouring rulers and expose the workers to attack. Surely a successful, warlike, predatory expansionist king would probably be more interested in expanding his kingdom than marking limits.


Some recent works on the dykes of the Welsh borders and Cambridgeshire have suggested that dykes served a military purpose.38 In 2012, Mark Bell published a study of dykes that attempted to list all the Dark Age dykes in Britain.39 His list of dykes contained some of the earthworks mentioned in this book, though he seems unaware of many others, especially in Wales and northern Britain (Park Pale, Tor Dyke, Bank Slack and Broomhead Dyke in Yorkshire, for example). Bell also accidentally included numerous prehistoric earthworks that I have not included in this study (as they are not relevant to the study of early medieval earthworks). Bell concluded that the builders of these earthworks probably designed them to control raiding; it is reassuring that he, independently of this study, reached the similar conclusion, though this book makes the case in far greater depth and using far more sophisticated methods of analysis.


DEFINING TERMS


Before proceeding further, we need to set some parameters and define terms. There does seem to have been a propensity for building dykes in this period that appear to be related to raiding, so it is through those earthworks that this book examines warfare. To extend it to cover more of later medieval Britain would have made the scope unmanageable. First, we need to define some historical terms. There is no simple term for this period without concocting a rather clumsy phrase (like ‘post-Roman and pre-Viking period’), or using the term ‘Anglo-Saxon’, which is incongruous across some parts of Britain such as Wales. I avoid the term ‘Dark Age’, as it makes the times sound more like Middle Earth than a real historical period and carries the connotation that it is somehow uncivilized and degenerate compared with Roman times. While the Romans may have had cities and engineering, their bloodlust in the arena and willingness ruthlessly to crush those who opposed them hardly makes them civilized in my book. I therefore use the term ‘early medieval’ for simplicity’s sake to define the period from 400 to 850. While most historians would still class it as early medieval, the period from 850 to 1066 is here termed ‘Viking’, as although this is inaccurate (technically it should only apply to Scandinavian raiders and therefore is not applicable to the natives or peaceful settlers of Scandinavian origin), it is readily understood by most people. The period after 1066 to 1485 is simply referred to as ‘later medieval’.


Some have used rather clumsy terms for these earthworks, like ‘travelling, running or linear earthworks’, but I use the term ‘dykes’. Defining what is and what is not an early medieval dyke is problematic, as any definition may prejudge the conclusions. Earthworks designed to keep animals fenced in (or out) are excluded, as are those that enclose settlements (hill forts and burhs, for example) and drainage dykes. Luckily, the word ‘dyke’ (which goes back to the Old English language that was formed in the early medieval period) and the Welsh equivalent, clawdd, are not narrow terms, but can mean just a bank, a ditch or a combination of the two. Usually one cannot have a bank without a ditch from which the material is quarried, but if one is absent due to later damage, the terms dyke or clawdd are still apposite. Therefore, this study includes earthworks that contain one or both of those features and does not define a settlement, a drain-water, or have an agricultural purpose.


As well as drainage dykes and hedges, there are other earthworks frequently mistaken for early medieval dykes that we must take particular care to exclude. The first are head dykes, which are usually late medieval features that divided the settled, fertile, arable, lowland areas from less fertile, upland, rough grazing and so prevented animals eating crops. The second group are later medieval earthworks found around private woods and game parks (often called park pales or woodbanks). The third type of earthwork to exclude is roads; some dykes look very similar to Roman roads and vice versa, which has caused confusion among scholars. We must also rule out border markers, these are often on the same alignment (or contiguous) with administrative borders. With parish boundaries and dykes, the word ‘contiguous’ is used to denote that the dyke and the parish boundary are on the same line; the word ‘follows’ used by other studies might imply that we could be certain which of the two came first. In the next section, we shall sift out these red herrings.


A Hundred is a traditional subdivision of a county; in areas where the Vikings settled they are called wapentakes and in Wales, Cantrefs. The number traditionally refers to the number of warriors an area could provide in time of war. Some have assumed that they mark an area that was once a subkingdom, clan or subtribe later absorbed into a larger political unit, usually a kingdom.


‘RED HERRINGS’


In order to study early medieval warfare, I first had to catalogue the earthworks I thought were defensive dykes (see Appendix I: The Dykes Listed and Measured). The main difficulty was the lack of reliable data, as previous lists of dykes are incomplete, out of date and poorly referenced.40 I therefore began by establishing a comprehensive list, or gazetteer, of dykes, which includes those that are probably from this period, those mistakenly assumed to be of an early medieval date, those that possibly are from the period and older dykes possibly reused during the early medieval period. Obviously, such a list can never be comprehensive, as new dating evidence may arise and I may have missed smaller dykes destroyed, for example, by later agricultural activity.


The entries in Appendix II ‘The Dykes Described’ are edited versions of much longer discussions I wrote about each individual dyke (in my house there are box files for the dykes of each county containing photocopies of hundreds of archaeological reports and folders on my computer giving detailed descriptions of each earthwork). Most dykes were visited whilst researching this book and that fieldwork helped to answer many questions. The fieldwork involved working out how long the earthwork was, measuring the banks/ditches, looking for signs of gateways, establishing how far a person patrolling the dyke could have seen and how easily the dyke could be spotted from a distance. Some of the dykes are longer or shorter on the ground than was claimed by older written accounts (especially older antiquarian descriptions) and online aerial photographic databases coupled with fieldwork helped to resolve these discrepancies. Before I give that list, I need to give some reasoning behind it.


I first sifted out any earthworks built for peaceful purposes and concentrated just on those dykes built to counter early medieval raiding, making sure that those left were designed with war in mind. Second, by considering other possible explanations for the dykes, I made sure that the theory of the military stop line against raiders was the most plausible theory for why so many of this type of earthwork were built in the early medieval period.


It is possible to mistake a dyke for a natural feature. Bwlch Aeddan near Guislfield in Powys, for example, may look like a ploughed-out dyke, but it is probably a natural feature. Head dykes (which were usually built in the later medieval period onwards) can look similar to early medieval dykes; these are boundaries built to make the change between arable land and rough grazing uplands. Joseph Train in 1824 erroneously postulated that a series of head dykes in Dumfriesshire and Galloway was a single early medieval earthwork called Deil’s Dyke.41 Head dykes have a distinct form that can be easily distinguished through observations in the field. They run parallel with contour lines at the head of valleys, are usually found where there is a change in land quality and their ditches (which are smaller than other early medieval dykes) usually face towards the uplands to keep free-roving livestock out of arable fields. Tor Dyke in Yorkshire superficially resembles a head dyke, but as the ditch is downhill of the bank and about 3m deep and 6m wide, this earthwork is quite clearly very different.


There are wood boundaries and park pales that have been confused with early medieval dykes, but it is possible to distinguish the two. Wood and park boundaries usually enclose a discrete area (even if it is no longer a wood or a park). Some have no ditch as they were constructed from stones found on the surface or from stacked turf; others have ditches that face inwards, although these are usually quite small. Scholars have postulated that some of the earthworks listed in the Appendixes are park or wood boundaries like Minchinhampton Bulwarks in Gloucestershire and there are written records dated 1276–1306 of a private wood in the vicinity of that earthwork.42 Foxfield near the East Hampshire Dykes is called a haga, or game reserve, in the late Saxon Meon Charters, but the nearby dykes seem far too big to be mere park boundaries and do not surround a discrete area.43 The northern section of the Catrail earthwork in the Scottish Borders is possibly a sixteenth-century ‘woodbank’ – as it lies across a change in soil quality it could indeed mark the edge of a wood. Senghenydd Dyke in Glamorgan, another earthwork included in the Appendixes, encloses a part of the Aber valley including the two villages of Senghenydd and Abertridwr; this is a thirteenth-century private hunting estate.


Some early medieval dykes have been erroneously classified as roads in the past (the Catrail in the Scottish Borders, Rowe Ditch in Herefordshire, Roman Rig in Yorkshire and the Giant’s Hedge in Cornwall), but they are obviously very different structures and look quite different when excavated. Early medieval dykes consist of an earth bank and a ditch that cuts a valley or a ridge, Roman roads usually have a metalled surface between two drainage ditches, medieval causeways are usually found crossing marshy areas and medieval hollow ways usually consist of a sunken roadway with no associated banks. Later road builders certainly reused sections of a few dykes, but only very short stretches. While early medieval dykes were not roads, some ancient thoroughfares have been erroneously classified as dykes. Recent excavations of Brent Ditch, an earthwork often thought of as part of the Cambridgeshire Dykes, have found no evidence of a bank, suggesting it was not a dyke but a hollow way.
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Horning Dyke showing how it could have defined a peninsula containing an abbey.





Some dykes that enclose peninsulas have been confused with forts. Earthworks built to defend the approaches to a transitory encampment like the one the Vikings dug near Reading (Coombe Bank) in 871–2 are very similar. Though there is no written evidence that Heronbridge in Cheshire was ever an Anglo-Saxon burh (a defended town or fort), the archaeologists who carried out the recent excavations at the dyke consider it a fort. There is no evidence of early medieval gateways in the earthwork or signs of occupation at the site apart from some burials, so I define it as a dyke. Park Pale in Yorkshire could also be a fort, but again there is no evidence of gateways, occupation or written evidence to support the idea.


Some historians have claimed that early medieval dykes are actually trade barriers; if so, this means they were not stop lines against raiders as I think. For most of this period, though, there is insufficient evidence of inland trade to prove that the primary stimulus for the construction of such large earthworks was to control commerce. Apart from the Roman coins found at Bokerley Dyke that predate the earthwork in its final form, no excavation has found small denomination coins (which we would expect to be dropped occasionally if tolls were being collected at the dykes) or evidence of gateways, let alone ones with attached buildings for customs officials at any early medieval dyke. In fact, no medieval coins have been recorded at any dyke and no early medieval trade centres, which were called emporia or wics by Anglo-Saxons (like Ipswich, productive sites like Cottam in Yorkshire, or coastal trading sites like Meols in the Wirral) were located in the vicinity of any dyke. Like Roman frontier works, a dyke could have also acted as a trade barrier as an ancillary purpose, but there was not enough trade to stimulate the boom in dyke building. Perhaps the rise of trade that we see reflected in the growth of the minting of coins in the late seventh century onwards could even have hastened the end of dykes that blocked trade routes.


It is possible that a dyke built for a ritual reason can superficially look like a defensive structure. Ritual activity is hard to define, but includes any repetitive action including religious and ceremonial functions. Many earthworks are named after supernatural figures, but this may be due to the original builders being long forgotten rather than the actual structures being associated with gods or religion. There are three types of ritual activity that are possibly associated with dykes: delimiting a sacred space, a meeting place and a site for execution. These three are discussed in turn in this section.


Dykes that cut off peninsulas of land could hypothetically demark an area designated for a ritual purpose, but apart from Ponter’s Ball in Somerset, which does seem to block a cause-way giving access to Glastonbury, the areas enclosed by such earthworks (like Dane’s Dyke in Yorkshire or the dykes of Cornwall) contain no significant religious sites apart from the occasional humdrum parish church.


The case for two other earthworks delimiting religious sites like Ponter’s Ball (one in Cornwall and another in Norfolk) is more compelling, but still not conclusive. In Norfolk, the Horning earthwork once cut the causeway that gave access to St Benet’s Abbey. Prehistoric finds were made in the vicinity, including a Bronze Age hoard of metalwork found in 1980, so it is possible that the monks redug an earlier dyke (probably blocking access to an older sacred place) as a boundary marker or a defence for the monastery.44 The monastery was probably established by Wulfric in the time of Cnut; a story of it being founded by a pre-Viking Anglo-Saxon called Suneman is probably a later fabrication. A Cornish example at Stepper Point near Padstow is equally problematic. Medieval documents from the Priory of Bodmin and a 1694 map indicate that a chapel to St Sampson (a Byzantine saint not to be confused with the Welsh St Samson) once stood on the headland defined by the Stepper Point earthwork.45
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