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Introduction


When was Northumbria?


ROBERT COLLS


Northumbria was one of a number of European kingdoms that came into being after the dissolution of the Roman Empire in the fifth century. The name ‘Northumbrians’ first appears in 731, in Latin, in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People.


Northumbria’s boundaries were blurred and its heartlands could be surprisingly vulnerable, but at its greatest extent the kingdom ran from the lower reaches of the Humber estuary in the south, to the three corners of Cumbria, Strathclyde, and the Firth of Forth to the north. Bede names Ida as the founder of the ‘royal lineage of the Northumbrians’ in 547. In practice, Ida probably ruled over only ‘Bernicia’, northernmost of the two provinces which were unified in the course of the seventh century to make the kingdom. The southern province of ‘Deira’, with its capital at York, took in roughly what is called Yorkshire today. Bernicia, with its capital at Bamburgh, grew out of the old fortified Romano-British zone along Hadrian’s Wall to take in roughly what are Northumberland, Tyne and Wear and County Durham. Neither of the two province names is English.


Northumbria was essentially an Anglian, or an English state, which is to say, it was made by Germanic invaders who first had to defeat, or degrade, or otherwise subjugate, the indigenous British. Very few Britons appear in Bede’s writings. As he says, ‘The British oppose the English through their inbred hatred and the … Catholic Church by their incorrect Easter and their evil customs, yet being opposed by the power of God and men alike, they cannot obtain what they want in either respect.’ Caedmon, the first English Christian poet, has a British name. He declaims the song from God because, as a servant of the lowest class, he could not have learned it from men.


The first great king of Northumbria was the Bernician, Aethelfrith (reign 594-616), with his palace at Yeavering, who waged campaigns in all directions – in Strathclyde in 603, in Deira in 604, and at Chester in 615. He was followed by Edwin (reign 616-33), who married the Christian princess Ethelberga of Kent in 625, and was converted by her emissary Paulinus. After defeating the West Saxons in 626, Edwin was baptised at York in 627. He died at the hands of Penda of Mercia and Cadwallon, King of Gwynedd, at Hatfield, near Doncaster, six years later. After a period of internal strife, the Northumbrian crown was taken up by Oswald who, having set his cross and standard, defeated the Mercian army at Heavenfield, near Hexham, in 634. On this day Oswald avenged Edwin by killing Cadwallon. Yet Oswald had been no friend of Edwin. As sons of Aethelfrith, he and his brothers had had to spend time in exile from Edwin’s Northumbria when they had come under the influence of St Columba’s community on the island of Iona (f.565). Ionan monastic Christianity established itself in Northumbria during the reigns of Oswald (634-42) and Oswy (642-70).


Bede says Oswald was the maker of Northumbria as ‘one people’ and in matters of state, from the seventh century, there is evidence of itinerant courts, legal coinage, written documents, and tribute and taxation based on the household (‘hid’). Not all Northumbrians shared the same degrees of freedom. Lowest was the ‘ceorl’. The economy was mainly agricultural, and the settlements were scattered, with little surplus product. Roman roads, or at any rate Roman routes, prevailed.


Kings came and went but it is noticeable that the kingdom went on. There seems to have been some kind of aristocratic council, or formal hierarchy, which was able to command political consensus and influence kingship. If consensus was the mark of the aristocracy, continuity was the prerogative of the church – initially fragile and uncertain under Edwin, but resurgently Celtic, and embedded, under Oswald and Oswy. Even so, it was in Northumbria, at Whitby in 664, that the English church made the epic decision to be Roman rather than Celtic. The two traditions managed to make something new between them nevertheless, and a golden age of Northumbrian churchmanship was the result.


In or around 635 Aidan of Iona had founded the island monastery of Lindisfarne, just offshore from the royal capital of Bamburgh. Aidan was the first great missionary bishop of Northumbria. He died in 651, the same year that Cuthbert entered the monastery at Melrose, aged 16. Later, Cuthbert was sent to re-invigorate the Lindisfarne community in the manner of Aidan. Cuthbert accepted the decision of the Synod of Whitby but the simple asceticism of his personal ministry, and its devotion to the natural and animal world, was part of his continued devotion to a Celtic tradition. He was consecrated Archbishop, at York in 685, and died two years later on Lindisfarne, great saint of the Northumbrian folc. In honour of his ‘elevation’ (digging up) in 698, the Lindisfarne Gospels were written by Bishop Eadfrith.


The Northumbrian church grew rich, but not because its saints were pious. Aristocrats donated large sums of land and money in order to use the church as a perpetual corporation that would secure their hereditary rights. Many of the charges levelled against the church for corruption, therefore, were based on the actions of aristocrats whose clerical positions did not make them change either their secular appetites or political ambitions. Wilfrid (634-709) was the key Northumbrian churchman of these years. The man who had secured the momentous Whitby decision to turn to Rome was not going to flinch from the little local difficulty of making his church rich.


Northumbria’s ‘Golden Age’, then, was Christian and cultural rather than political or military. Some cultural works but no important buildings survive. Most important are the manuscripts: the Lindisfarne Gospels (Lindisfarne, early eighth century), the Durham Gospels (Lindisfarne, early eighth century), and the Codex Amiatinus (Jarrow/Monkwearmouth, before 716), products of the most brilliant scriptoria of the western church. Just as golden were the scholarly works of Bede and Alcuin. Alcuin (735-804) was taught at York cathedral school by Egbert, pupil of Bede. Later, he became head of Charlemagne’s palace school. Under him, the Abbey of St Martin at Tours became the main seat of European learning. Bede (672-735) was educated by Abbot Benedict Biscop at Monkwearmouth and Jarrow. His Ecclesiastical History was the first history of the English people, a people he made spiritually coherent by arguing for God’s purpose through an English church. The work, it has to be said, was also a powerful piece of propaganda for Northumbria. It is dedicated to King Ceolwuf.


Bede argued that the period of his life, and for a generation before it, had seen favourable times. After his death, following a phase of aggression in the 740s, Northumbrians worked towards an agreement with the Picts. In the south they built a system of defensive earthworks against the Mercians. But in 793 the first Viking raids were recorded. Vikings came at Northumbria from the sea. ‘Never before has such terror appeared,’ wrote Alcuin to King Ethelred: ‘It is now about 350 years that we and our fathers have dwelt in this most beautiful country and never before has such a terrible thing befallen … lo now the church of St Cuthbert is stained with the blood of the priests of God.’


In 866 the pattern of attack changed. This time Healfdene’s Great Danish Army crossed the sea, wintered in East Anglia, and then moved north, taking the York heartland in the spring of 867 and defeating the Northumbrian army the following March. This was no mere raiding party. By 875 it had moved north again and imposed itself, temporarily, in the second Northumbrian heartland of the Tyne-Wall zone. The kingdom was now beginning to heave three ways: south of the Tees to the Danes, north of the Tees to the Bernicians, and west of the Pennines to the Cumbrians, connected to the kingdom of Strathclyde. It was in this uncomfortable position of Scots to the north and Norse to the south that a truncated Northumbria looked to Alfred’s Christian English Wessex in the early years of the 10th century. Eric Bloodaxe, King of York, has sometimes been seen as the last king of Northumbria but, in truth, Northumbria had been in a condition of terminal fragmentation for nearly a century before Bloodaxe’s assassination on Stainmore moor in 954.


In 875, in the midst of the Danish invasion, Bishop Eardorf and the Cuthbertian community on Lindisfarne had packed up their relics and treasures to begin seven years of wandering on the mainland before settling their bones, and his, at Chester-le-Street in 882. In 995 the cult of St Cuthbert – or the Haliwerfolc, or ‘Saint’s People’ as they were called – was on the move again. This time they found their resting place at Durham, high above a bend in the river. In 1093 the foundation stone of the Cathedral was laid here, on the site of Cuthbert’s relics, and there they stay, last living expression of the old kingdom of Northumbria.


When was Northumbria? As far as we can tell, Northumbria was between Aethelfrith and the coming of the Danish army – let us say, between 594 and 875, by which time the kingdom had ceased to exist as a single, coherent province. The intention behind this book is to examine the history and identity of the kingdom, and then to write about the history and identity of what happened next.


As we have seen, Northumbria may have been English but it was not England. Before the rise of ‘England’, Northumbria was just itself – north-east of nowhere in particular. As England rose from the south, however, and the other kingdoms, including Northumbria, passed away, the question moves from when was Northumbria to how did the territory that it occupied come to see itself, and understand itself, in ways that matched its history, its contemporary practical purposes, and its new and growing relationship with England? In other words, what happened to the identity of Northumbria once Northumbria was no more?


In all honesty, before 1066 it is difficult to say much about identities of any sort. Northumbria was a great kingdom, and it lasted nearly three hundred years, but its borders were porous and its loyalties are difficult to ascertain. Military as well as ethnic alignments pulled to various centres of power and one should never assume that the gravitational pull was always to an English south. For Northumbrians, the pull was just as likely to be Danish, or Scottish. As for London, under the Romans it had been provincial capital of Britannia Superior, so called because it was nearer to Rome. York had been the provincial capital of Britannia Inferior. After Rome, and the breaking of the kingdoms that followed her, the centripetal tendencies of London re-emerged with the Normans. Yet, centralist though the Norman state was, we must remember that like all feudal dynasties it built its sovereignties piecemeal, through systems of lordship and kingship rather than through any sense of manifest destiny. London was base camp, therefore, for a tensile Norman power that was most stretched in the north.


Northumberland and Durham were slow and resentful members of the Norman state. They suffered 11th-century invasions both ways, from the north and the south, and neither appeared in William’s Domesday Book (1086). Northumberland remained an earldom outside the Crown until 1157, and Durham remained a palatinate, with special episcopal powers, in title at least, until 1836. New Castle – called Pons Aelii under the Romans – was begun in 1090 after yet another punitive expedition from the south, this time after the murder of Walcher, first Norman bishop, in 1081. The whole area harboured wayward loyalties to the London Crown until Henry III made absolute his claim to the earldom in 1242.


Even then, the first people to be identified as distinctive ‘northerners’ were barons with substantial connections to the Scottish aristocracy. In 1276 they did homage to Alexander II of Scotland. In 1296 a significant number sided with the Scots against Edward I. It was in such a context that the Percies, future earls of Northumberland, came to the region in the late 13th century as Lords of the Marches and Edward’s henchmen on both sides of the border. Percy power waxed and waxed on the uncertainties of a ragged frontier. The Tudors continued to war with the Scots but in northern England their writ did not always run. There were rebellions in 1536 (‘Pilgrimage of Grace’) and 1569 (‘Rebellion of the North’) that engulfed the greater region. Border security stiffened with the Union of Crowns of England and Scotland in 1603 and the pacifications that followed. In the 1680s, however, and in the Jacobite rebellions of 1715 and 1745, the Northumbrian gentry were less than united in their loyalty to London. The corporation of Newcastle, whose loyalty was not in doubt and who kept their toasts Hanoverian and their gates shut, remained suspicious of the county until well into the 18th century. Victorian school textbooks talked of the events of 1688-9 – a Protestant succession and a Bill of Rights – as the key to political stability for all English counties other than Northumberland. Macaulay’s History of England stated that ‘a large part of the country north of the Trent was, down to the 18th century, in a state of barbarism’. It was only in the period beginning after the Jacobite defeat at Culloden in 1746 that historians could use the same phrases of ‘law and order’, and ‘trade and commerce’, for north-eastern England that they routinely used for the rest of the country. Given the timing of Welsh (1536) and Scottish (1707) incorporations into the central state, it is clear that north-east England was incorporated into a British polity rather than into an English one and that its historic identity and relationship with England more resembles theirs than it does England’s.


The North East region is distinctive and different because it thinks it is. The territory has changed little for over a thousand years and the region continues to take a particular view of its history. Identity in this sense is an historical event, or a series of historical events, to do with a region’s sense of relationship to its place and its past. Some peoples never experience this relationship, or live to forget it. North East England, on the other hand, as one of our authors makes clear, has long been seen as ‘truly historical ground’. It is our hope that it remains so.


I would like to thank the contributors for agreeing to join me with this book. In writing chapters of great distinction and originality, they made my job easy. All but one directly address questions of history and identity. Mike Barke’s chapter lays the foundations of identity in the modern period. I would also like to thank the librarians and archivists who helped, and those who waived or reduced fees when we explained our ideas and intentions. Thanks as well to Simon Thraves and Noel Osborne at Phillimore, who, just like last time, allowed me to get on with it. Special thanks go to my friends from the North, particularly the Laygate Lane alumni Jim Blance, John Gray and Albyn Snowden. I’ve enjoyed the craic for a very long time.


Finally and most importantly, I thank my wife Rosie for her true intellectual friendship. She has had to live with Northumbria more than anyone born in Wessex has a right to expect.


Robert Colls
Leicester
October 2007
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Northumbria: A Failed European Kingdom


DAVID ROLLASON


The kingdom of Northumbria first appears in historical writing in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, which has a reference to a king called Ida who, Bede states, began to rule in 547 and ‘from whom the Northumbrian royal family trace their origin’.1 More detailed information only begins to emerge in Bede’s work with a king called Æthelfrith (592/3-616), after whose time Bede gives a reasonably coherent account of the kings of Northumbria.2 Until the 630s, however, Northumbria consisted of two kingdoms, that of Deira, south of the Tees and north of the Humber, and Bernicia, north of the river Tees. According to Bede, these two kingdoms were united by King Oswald (634-42), although there was still at least a sub-king of Deira in the 650s when King Oswine of Deira was murdered by his Bernician colleague Oswiu in 651, and a king called Œthelwald who ruled Deira from then until 655.3 As if this was a relatively recent state of affairs in his time, it may be significant that Bede felt the need to give what appears a tautologous definition of ‘Northumbrians’ as ‘the nation inhabiting the district north of the Humber’.4


The period of Northumbria’s political and military apogee seems to have been in the later seventh century through the eighth century, and this was followed by a period of political turbulence in the ninth, although we have far less historical evidence for this so that the degree of turbulence is hard to decide upon. In 866-7, at any rate, a major Viking invasion led by Ivar and Halfdan (Healfdene) captured the city of York, and resulted in the deaths of the two simultaneously reigning Northumbrian kings Ælle and Osberht, and effectively brought an end to the original kingdom of Northumbria. From then until 954, York was the centre of what historians usually call the Viking kingdom of York, the last king of which, Eric Bloodaxe, was expelled and killed in 954 and his kingdom absorbed – in at least a loose way – into the nascent kingdom of England being created by the line of the former kings of Wessex. Meanwhile, the northern parts of the kingdom of Northumbria constituted the earldom of Bamburgh, centred on the fortress of that name, which was also in due course absorbed into the kingdom of England, and the region of Lothian to the north of the Tweed which ultimately became part of the kingdom of Scotland.5


Northumbria was thus a failed European kingdom, but it may nevertheless have been a serious political unit in its time so that the reasons for its failure are of considerable interest. A brief tour of its frontiers in Bede’s time emphasises its size and importance.6


On the south, the frontier was the River Humber itself, west of which historians have generally been influenced by a poem inserted into the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for 942 which, in describing the liberation of Mercia from Viking dominance by King Edmund of England, gives the northern frontier of Mercia (and so by inference the southern frontier of Northumbria) as ‘Dore, Whitwell Gap and Humber river’. That Dore (Derbyshire), just to the south-west of Sheffield, was indeed on the Northumbrian frontier is confirmed by another annal, that for 829, according to which King Ecgberht of Wessex led an army ‘to Dore against the Northumbrians; and they offered him submission and concord’.7 Such meetings were often held on frontiers. Westwards again, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle’s annal for 922 notes that Manchester was ‘in Northumbria’, and it seems possible that the river Ribble formed the south-west frontier since in the Middle Ages it was the border between the see of York (for Northumbria) and that of Lichfield (for Mercia).8


That Northumbria extended on the west right to the coast of the Irish Sea is probable in view of the foregoing, but it is in large measure confirmed by evidence relating to Dacre, a church near Ullswater (Cumberland), where there is ecclesiastical sculpture dated to the eighth or early ninth century, and archaeological excavations have recovered what may be the remains of an early ecclesiastical site, presumably a monastery. Bede was in contact with it, for he knew the names of two successive abbots and was able to relate a miracle-story from it in some detail. This involved the cure of a young man’s diseased eye by some of St Cuthbert’s hair which had been cut off when his coffin had been opened in 698 at Lindisfarne (Northumberland) and the body found un-decayed. The monks of Lindisfarne had taken the hair ‘to give as relics to their friends’, amongst whom were evidently numbered the monks of Dacre. In addition, the early eighth-century Lives of St Cuthbert of Lindisfarne record him as having been in friendship with a hermit called Herbert, whose hermitage was on Derwentwater. In view of his English name, this man was probably Northumbrian and his presence on the lake in Cumberland points to Northumbrian control of that western area.9 The occurrence of ecclesiastical sculpture in Northumbrian style even further west at Irton and Heversham is further confirmation,10 as is Bede’s statement that Edwin controlled the Isle of Man, which is hard to envisage if his kingdom had not extended to the Irish Sea coast.11 Certainly Cuthbert was closely involved with Carlisle, where he was staying with the queen of the Northumbrians in 685 when news of her husband’s defeat at the hands of the Picts became known.12


[image: illustration]


1 Irton Cross, Cumberland (Department of Archaeology, University of Durham, photographer T. Middlemass)


Moving further north-west, it seems certain that Northumbria embraced Galloway, the south-west part of contemporary Scotland, for Bede refers to Whithorn, an episcopal church near the western extremity of the Galloway peninsula, as ‘belonging to the kingdom (provincia) of the Bernicians’, and having a bishop with the English (probably Northumbrian) name of Pehthelm.13 Also in Galloway was the early monastery of Hoddom (Dumfriesshire), from which ecclesiastical sculpture in notably Northumbrian style is now in the Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh;14 and the great sculptured cross of Ruthwell, the decoration of which resembles sculpture from Bede’s monastery at Jarrow (County Durham) in eastern Northumbria, and which has inscribed on it an early version of the English poem The Dream of the Rood.15 There seems no doubt that Northumbrian cultural influence and ecclesiastical power was paramount in Galloway, and it is therefore reasonably certain that this area was in a real sense part of the kingdom of Northumbria.


The area between Galloway and the Firth of Clyde was not part of Northumbria, but constituted the kingdom of Strathclyde, which endured as a political entity until the early 11th century when it became part of the kingdom of Scotland. Strathclyde was a kingdom of the Britons, that is, the people who had dominated Britain at an earlier period, and whose kingdoms subsisted in Wales and south-west Britain.16 Eastwards, however, the Northumbrian frontier was certainly on the Firth of Forth where, Bede tells us, the Northumbrian Trumwine was bishop of the church of Abercorn (Linlithgowshire), just to the east of Queensferry on the southern shores of the Firth. This church, Bede noted, was ‘close to the firth which divides the lands of the English from those of the Picts’.17 Moreover, there is sculpture in Northumbrian style from Abercorn itself, and also a very fine cross in a style often compared with that of the Lindisfarne Gospels from Aberlady (Haddingtonshire) to the east of Edinburgh.18 Tynninghame, a little further south-east along the coast, was the site of a Northumbrian church and the hermitage of the eighth-century Northumbrian saint Balthere.19 The circumstances in which Northumbrian power extended to the Firth of Forth are obscure, but historians have – perhaps optimistically – interpreted a laconic two words in the Annals of Ulster for 638, which read obsessio Etin (siege of Etin), as recording a Northumbrian conquest of Etin, identified with Edinburgh.20


[image: illustration]


2 Ruthwell Cross, Dumfriesshire (detail)


This tour emphasises, therefore, that the kingdom of Northumbria embraced a substantial area, not far short of that of a much more enduring kingdom, that of the Franks, ruled in the late eighth and early ninth centuries by the great Frankish emperor Charlemagne.21 In view of this, the after-life of the name Northumbria emphasises the scale of the kingdom’s failure. In the late 20th century it was possible for the now defunct Northumbrian Tourist Board to use it with reference just to the counties of Northumberland and Durham; and in the Middle Ages its meaning was equally confined, if not more so. The comes Northymbrie (earl of Northumbria) in the late 11th century controlled only the land north of the Tyne and south of the Tweed, although at some periods he had at least notional control over the lands of the Bishop of Durham between the rivers Tyne and Tees.22 The name of his earldom, which was a reminiscence of the so much more extensive kingdom of Northumbria, was perpetuated in the name of a much smaller area, the pre-1974 county of Northumberland, that is the land between the rivers Tyne and Tweed. The name of that county means ‘the land north of the Humber’, as Bede had once explained in the context of the name of the kingdom. But the county, its southern boundary many miles north of the Humber, is a tiny relict of an extensive kingdom which had ceased to exist.


Partly because of its failure we suffer from a lack of evidence as to what that kingdom’s governmental capabilities were. Although we have the vivid if somewhat anecdotal accounts of Bede and the early saints’ lives, such as those of Cuthbert, as well as the annalistic record in the Northern Annals, compared with the evidence surviving from the south of England we have virtually nothing in the way of law-codes or written documents (charters).23 Nevertheless, we can perhaps glimpse a seriously powerful kingdom.


We have fragments of evidence, for example, of what appears to have been a hierarchy of government officials, beginning at the highest level with figures whom we see in the Ecclesiastical History, as well as in Stephen’s early eighth-century Life of Wilfrid, who are referred to as ‘sub-kings’ (subreguli) or ‘princes’ (principes). Thus, when the late seventh-century King Ecgfrith was attacked by the Picts, ‘he quickly mustered a troop of cavalry and putting his trust in God, like Judas Maccabeus, set off with Beornhaeth, his trusty sub-king (audaci subregulo)’.24 Below this level we catch glimpses of senior officials called patricians (patricii), four of whom are referred to in the Northern Annals, who may perhaps have corresponded to the ‘mayors of the palace’ in the Frankish kingdom before the mid-eighth century.25 Below them again we see prefects (prefecti). In Stephen’s Life of Wilfrid, a prefect appears as responsible for the urbs of Dunbar and another for that of the unidentified site of Inbroninis, both of which were evidently suitable places for the king to imprison an important man such as Wilfrid, the influential Northumbrian churchman and Bishop of York. The prefect of Dunbar clearly possessed resources sufficient to do the job properly, for the king ordered him to keep Wilfrid ‘bound hands and feet with fetters’, which the prefect duly ordered blacksmiths to make. At Inbroninis, Wilfrid was kept ‘under guard in hidden dungeons’ under the supervision of the prefect, who is also described as a count (comes).26


Like their great Frankish contemporaries on the Continent, the kings of Northumbria were itinerant, moving from place to place in their kingdom, probably as a symbolic and also a real means of exercising and demonstrating their power, as well as a means of visiting and exploiting their landed estates.27 Bede gives the following account of the itinerary of King Edwin:




So great was his majesty in his realm that not only were banners carried before him in battle, but even in time of peace, as he rode about among his cities (civitates), estates (villas) and provincias with his thegns (ministris), he always used to be preceded by a standard bearer. Further, when he walked anywhere along the roads, there used to be carried before him the type of standard which the Romans call a tufa and the English call a thuf.28





The reference to different types of royal centres, to thegns and to the ritual aspect of the carrying of standards, suggests that this itinerary was an element in the exercise of serious, kingly power.


Moreover, it seems clear that this power was underpinned by many ‘royal vills’ (villae regales), such as Yeavering (Northumberland), and the unnamed vill where King Edwin was staying when he held a council to discuss the merits of adopting Christianity, as well as the unidentified royal vills at which Bishop Aidan of Lindisfarne is said to have preached. That such royal vills were surrounded by lesser settlements is suggested by Bede’s account of the people flocking to hear Paulinus’s preaching at Yeavering ‘from every village and district’ (de cunctis viculis ac locis).29 The use of the diminutive (viculi) suggests that these villages were dependent on the royal vill of Yeavering. Yeavering, constructed in the early seventh century, was an impressive palace, even if built of timber, with a complex of halls, a substantial enclosure, an amphitheatre and a ritual building, possibly a temple converted into a church. In addition, it was not the only one in possession of the Northumbrian kings for nearby Milfield (Maelmin), which Bede tells us succeeded it as the royal centre in that part of Northumbria, seems to have been built in a similar way.30 In the south of Northumbria, York was evidently a centre to rival its continental equivalents such as Charlemagne’s great palace at Aachen in modern Germany. Indeed, the following contemporary description of the late eighth-century church, the Alma Sophia in York, has led one scholar to suggest that it may have been the model for the palace church at Aachen:31




This lofty building, supported by strong columns, themselves bolstering curving arches, gleams inside with fine inlaid ceilings and windows. It shines in its beauty, surrounded by many a chapel with its many galleries in its various quarters, and thirty altars decorated with different finery.32





That there may have been royal rituals there like those at Aachen is suggested by the 796 entry in the Northern Annals which describes King Eardwulf of Northumbria as having been ‘raised to the insignia of the kingdom (regni infulis est sublimatus), and consecrated (consecratus) in York in the church of St Peter at the altar of the blessed Apostle Paul’.33


Despite their failure to survive, it seems probable that the kingdom did use written documents – as in other kingdoms, the contribution of the Christian church. In his Life of Wilfrid, Stephen describes the dedication of the church at Ripon as follows:




Then the holy bishop Wilfrid stood in front of the altar, and, turning to the people, in the presence of the kings, read out in a clear voice the names of the lands which the kings had previously given him for the good of their souls, with the consent and signature of the bishops and all the princes (principes).34





This unquestionably refers to the existence of a charter with a witness-list, and there is a similar reference to charters in a letter which Bede wrote to Bishop Ecgberht of York.35 The fact that Bede gives precise figures for the assessment in hides of the islands of Anglesey and Man, which King Edwin conquered, suggests that the kings maintained written records of land assessments.36


As for the kingdom’s capability to mint coins, the evidence is much slighter. No Northumbrian king is known to have minted coins before Aldfrith (686-705), who issued silver pennies of quite high value, but these may have been more for prestige than for practical use. After his death, no further coins are known to have been minted until the silver pennies of Eadberht (737/8-58), from whose reign onwards there was a more or less continuous Northumbrian coinage. This declined steeply in precious metal content in the ninth century, however, resulting in the so-called stycas, which were effectively bronze coins but nevertheless produced in considerable quantities and possibly indicating substantial trading activity.37


On the face of it, it seems easy to attribute the failure of this apparently great kingdom to Viking raids and invasions. A series of sporadic raids afflicted the monasteries of Lindisfarne in 793 and Jarrow in 794, although it is not clear how destructive these were.38 In 865, however, the so-called Great Army under Halfdan and Ivar landed in East Anglia, then moved north in 866 and in a complicated series of attacks seized York, killing the native Northumbrian kings and establishing a sort of Viking kingship, at least from the later years of the ninth century (Halfdan is stated to have ruled as king from 875 to 877), which lasted until the death of the last king, Eric Bloodaxe, in 954.39 It is doubtful, however, whether the creation of this kingdom constituted the destruction of Northumbria in a real sense or whether it simply marked the emergence of a smaller successor state very similar in character. Viking kings ruled from York, which had been an important centre for the kings of Northumbria, and, like them, they were closely associated with the archbishops, their coins even having on them the name of St Peter, to whom York Minster was dedicated. Moreover, the development of York under the Vikings was not especially Scandinavian in character, as can be seen in the styles of ecclesiastical sculpture as well as in remains of buildings, including the church of St Mary Bishophill Junior, and in what we can deduce of the governmental organisation.40
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3 Anglo-Saxon Northumbria


To the north of the Viking kingdom of York, there seems to have been another successor state in the shape of the earldom of Bamburgh. That this was very Northumbrian in character is suggested by the paucity of Viking place-names north of the river Tees, as well as by the fact that the earls ruled from Bamburgh, an ancient Northumbrian royal seat.41 They might even have been scions of the Northumbrian royal family and the first of them, Eardwulf (c.890-912), was indeed called ‘king of the north Saxons’ by the contemporary Annals of Ulster.42 At the end of the tenth century, Earl Uhtred (d.1016) patronised the religious Community of St Cuthbert, which had moved in the late ninth century from Lindisfarne and was established by 883 at Chester-le-Street on the river Wear between the rivers Tyne and Tees, and at Durham, also on the Wear, from 995. According to the Durham monk Symeon, writing in the early 12th century, he helped with the establishment of the Community at Durham.43 There it developed as a community which, both before and after the Norman Conquest, had interests focused on the past of the kingdom of Northumbria, as is evident in its historical writings, in its claim to be successor of the church of Lindisfarne, and in the backward-looking style of ecclesiastical sculpture which it patronised, notably the decoration on the grave-cover now in the Monks’ Dormitory at Durham Cathedral.44


In the western part of the former kingdom, the kings who emerged in the tenth century are described by our sources as ‘kings of the Cumbrians’. These kings first appear with Owain, who was probably the ruler defeated along with others by King Æthelstan at the Battle of Brunanburh in 937; they continue with Dunmail (Donald), expelled in 945 by King Edmund of England who blinded his sons, and with Malcolm (d.997), who was also known as ‘king of the Britons of the North’. It appears then that these kings began to rule the North West at least as early as the early tenth century and, to judge from sources for the somewhat later history of the region, their southern frontier was as far south as the monument known as the Rey Cross (or Rere Cross) on Stainmore (County Durham) on the line of the modern A66 road from Scotch Corner to Brough. They may have been, as some scholars believe, kings of Strathclyde who had conquered western Northumbria, or they may have been indigenous kings ruling what was another successor state of the kingdom of Northumbria in Cumbria.45


From a cultural and religious point of view, Cumbria as well as the area of the Viking kingdom of York continued in much the same way as the old kingdom of Northumbria had done. The dense distribution of ecclesiastical sculpture points to rapid assimilation of the incoming Vikings to the Christian culture of Northumbria.46 Moreover, there are striking examples of the juxtaposition of pagan Viking and Christian images as if to emphasise the process of assimilation. There are possible examples of this at Lowther and Kirkby Stephen (Westmorland), although we cannot always be sure that we are seeing actual pagan images as opposed to images common to a Christian artistic tradition. In the famous and elaborate cross at Gosforth in Cumberland, however, there is no doubt. The sculptured scenes combine a representation of the Crucifixion of Christ with scenes from the end of the gods – the Ragnarok – in Scandinavian mythology. The church of Gosforth also preserves a sculptured stone, the so-called Thor’s Fishing Stone, which in representing the god Thor fishing for the World Serpent is a definite allusion to Scandinavian paganism and was also, like the cross, presumably an attempt at assimilation and acculturation. Other representations of pagan mythology on ecclesiastical sculpture are less detailed than those at Gosforth, but it seems likely that they are to do with similar themes of conversion and integration.47


If the Viking raids resulted in a continuation of the kingdom of Northumbria in a similar but fragmented form, the destruction of these as political entities was the next stage. It can best be understood in terms of the ‘heartlands’ of the former kingdom of Northumbria, that is those areas where the kings were most powerful and most active and which were the centres of gravity of the kingdom. The distribution of churches, royal sites and other evidence suggests that they were located, for the former kingdom of Deira, in the Vale of York, Ryedale, the Yorkshire Wolds and surrounding areas; and for the former kingdom of Bernicia, in the hinterland of Lindisfarne and Bamburgh, and in the coastal area north to the Firth of Forth, and in part of pre-1974 County Durham from the river Wear north to the river Tyne. For what became the area of Cumbria, the former kingdom of Northumbria’s heartland may have lain around the city of Carlisle.48


The Deiran heartland came under repeated military pressure from the kings of Wessex, who later became kings of England. They defeated the rulers of the Viking kingdom of York at the Battle of Tettenhall in 910, and in 927 King Æthelstan expelled the Viking king of York, Guthfrith, and ruled there until his death in 939, when Viking kings were re-established. Subsequent years saw a series of military attacks from the southern kings, including a campaign led by Eadred in 948 when he ‘ravaged all Northumbria because they had accepted Eric Bloodaxe as their king’. His ravaging included the church of Ripon (Yorkshire), from which he seems to have removed the relics of the great Northumbrian bishop St Wilfrid, sending them to Canterbury, perhaps as a symbol of southern political dominance over Northumbria.49


A little later, probably in the late tenth or early 11th century, the Bernician heartland in the hinterland of Lindisfarne and Bamburgh was split by what historians know as the ‘cession of Lothian’. The accounts of the written sources are various, but this area between the river Tweed and the Firth of Forth is stated to have been ceded to the Scots by King Edgar of England (957-75), on the initiative of Earl Oslac of York and Earl Eadwulf Evil Child of Bamburgh; or by Earl Eadwulf Cudel of Bamburgh, after the siege of Durham by the Scots in 1006; or as a result of the Scottish victory at Carham on the river Tweed in 1018. Whatever the truth of this, the beginnings of the creation of the Scottish border on the River Tweed in this period bisected the ancient Bernician heartland. In the west, the creation of Carlisle as a Norman fortress by King William Rufus in 1092 and the absorption of the kingdom of Strathclyde into the kingdom of Scotland earlier in the 11th century began the process of the creation of the south-western length of the Scottish border. This, too, effectively bisected the ancient heartland of north-west Northumbria around Carlisle.50


In these ways, the destruction of the kingdom of Northumbria went beyond its division into successor states. In shattering the heartlands of the ancient kingdom and in absorbing its remains into two separate kingdoms with a boundary which arguably had little respect for previous historical realities, little was left beyond reminiscence in the name of the earldom of Northumbria and then the county of Northumberland with which we began.


The medieval historians of the north, however, were intent on revivifying the Northumbrian past, at least in writing. The Community of St Cuthbert was a particular focus for such revivification, with the composition in the earlier 11th century of the text known as the History of St Cuthbert, which took the Community’s traditions back to the ancient kingdom and the church of Lindisfarne. After the Norman Conquest and the reform of the Community as the Benedictine Durham Cathedral Priory in 1083, Symeon of Durham and others systematically collected materials, and Symeon produced both his Tract on the Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham, and his History of the Kings, tracing Northumbrian history through the inclusion of sets of annals, including the so-called Northern Annals from eighth-century York.51


This interest was driven partly by practical considerations. Durham Cathedral Priory, of which Symeon was a precentor, claimed wide estates in Durham and Northumberland (especially the territories known as Norhamshire and Islandshire, that is ‘North Durham’) on the basis that it was the successor to the church of Lindisfarne and therefore entitled to the former lands of that church.52 The history of the early kingdom of Northumbria in which Lindisfarne had been founded and its lands acquired was therefore of crucial importance, and Symeon’s task was no less than to create a ‘memory’ of those times in a monastic community which was, in fact, a new foundation. But there were other motives too, including a desire on the part of the monks and their bishops, who were continental churchmen as a result of the Norman Conquest, to associate themselves and their church with the saints and sanctity of the age of Bede; for example, at the completion of the east end of the great new cathedral of Durham in 1104, the relics of St Cuthbert of Lindisfarne were translated into it and his shrine from then on became the focal point of the Cathedral. The past of the kingdom of Northumbria, its churches and its saints, was thus a matter of current importance, and Durham took a particular lead in promoting and developing it at least in the 11th and 12th centuries.53 Then as now, the past was too important not to be manipulated. Then as now, a retrospection, almost a nostalgia, was created around the past for purposes of the present which bore little relation to what the kingdom of Northumbria had really been.
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‘Between the brine and the high ground’: The Roots of Northumbria


BRIAN K. ROBERTS


Introduction




Between the brine and the high ground and the fresh stream water,


Men will quake before Cunedda, the violent one.


In Caer Weir and Caer Lywelyth fighting will shake the civitates –


An encompassing tide of fire from across the sea …


His honour was maintained a hundred times before death came to our [stout] door post.


The men of Bernicia were led in battle.





These words provide a dramatic image of the troubled times between the collapse of Roman control and the appearance of stable Anglo-Saxon kingdoms under strong rulers. They are taken from verse once chanted in a British royal hall in praise of Cunedda, described as the ‘[stout] door post’ of his kingdom, Bernicia.1 Northumbria grew from intricate political alliances created by charismatic leaders, both British and Anglo-Saxon, who were able to define primitive states from the remains of the civitates or Roman local administrations. They had war bands to assist them, for they offered booty as reward. What follows develops four threads of argument that interlace like the patterns on a great Northumbrian stone cross. A first thread comprises a brief review of nature’s contribution to the regional personality, while a second considers some archaeological evidences, assessing the contexts in which these survive and what they may mean. This leads to ruminations upon the interaction between natural contrasts in landscape and culturally assessed features such as the roads and route ways. A third thread takes the discussion to the region’s post-glacial woodlands and the region-wide patterns of clearances that provided focal zones for the development of early states. The distribution of burials falling between the fifth and the eighth centuries and place-name survivals derived from Old English, the language of the Anglo-Saxons, provide a means of exploring these ideas. A final thread focuses upon the distribution of Anglo-Saxon stone sculptures throughout the north and all four threads are drawn together in a brief conclusion looking at the roots of Northumbria. Above all, time and space, questions of chronology and distribution, provide a matrix in which to explore the past.


From Nature’s Hand


The foundations of northern England are established by varied country rocks: the oldest and hardest appear as high land in the Lake District and the Cheviots and these old rocks run eastwards and downwards to form the underlying basement of the whole northern region. Around these two upland masses and over this basement lie undulating swatches of superimposed sedimentary rocks, comprising great thicknesses of sandstones, shale, mudstones, limestones and clays. From these raw materials uplift and erosion have etched arcuate scarp and vale topography (Fig. 1 – the superimposed outlines will be discussed later): upstanding scarps appear where the rock is hard, with vales where the country rocks are softer. Effectively the whole of northern England once comprised a vast uplifted and tilted block, highest in the west and north, where the upper younger sedimentaries have actually been worn away to expose basement rocks in the Cheviots and Lake District. Sedimentary rocks are seen clearly where limestones and sandstones appear in the tilted blocks of the northern and central Pennines and the North York Moors, all dipping in a broadly south-easterly direction. The sedimentary beds eventually slide between the slate-grey waters of the North Sea. The intrusion of molten magma into this sedimentary series – the Whin Sill – creates local diversity, notably in Teesdale, where it outcrops in the steeper northwards-facing valley sides; in southern Northumberland, where the central section of the Hadrian’s Wall follows an outcrop; and finally in the seacoast at Bamburgh, Dunstanburgh and in the Farne Islands. Some of the sedimentary rocks originated in vast deltas, where great swamp-forests grew, forests that were episodically overwhelmed by further influxes of sand and mud. These events, some 250 million years ago, were to have a profound effect on the eventual cultural and economic history of the North East when finally the fossil forests were eagerly exploited as coal.


The main rivers of the region flow from west to east, originally developing on the upper surface of the uplifted block and consequently flowing both downslope and eastwards to the lower basin of the proto-Rhine, now the North Sea. Only in the Eden, occupying a trench where a great splinter slipped downwards, preserving some overlying old sedimentaries, and in the Lune and Ribble systems, do the river flows differ because of underlying complexities caused by faulting. ‘Consequent’ or west to east flows are to be seen in the Tees, the smaller rivers of Northumberland, the South Tyne and the upper Wear, followed by the Swale, Ure, Nidd, Wharfe and Aire – all the latter draining to the Humber. Drainage developing ‘subsequent’ to the west to east lines and etching away softer rocks broadly at right-angles to the consequent flows created broad vales, isolating and defining the many upstanding escarpments. So it was that the subsequent drainage system of the Vale of York, developing in softer rocks, beheaded the rivers from the Pennines to take them all to the North Sea via the Humber.2 Furthermore, in geologically recent times, all landscapes were altered by glaciation. In the uplands the ice masses caused severe erosion, grinding rock surfaces into smooth profiles whose gently stepped shapes echo the harder and softer bands beneath. Unsorted deposits, often called boulder clays, were plastered over the lowlands, where the ice-flows slackened. When this ice finally melted, a slow and discontinuous process, completed about twelve thousand years ago, vast quantities of water flowed, temporary lakes formed and river systems were redeveloped and sometimes redirected. All slopes and valley lands were smothered by redeposited sludgy materials and finally, in the lower areas, gravels, sands and clays accumulated, the result of sorting and deposition by meltwaters. Thus the Wear, once a south-bank tributary of the Tyne and flowing in what is now the Team valley, was redirected to cut through the escarpment of the Magnesian Limestone. In the Vale of York a series of slightly higher morainic ridges that developed at the snout of the glacier when forward motion ceased were separated by zones with lakes, some of which may have survived as late as 994 when the Scots plundered as far south as ‘the lakes of Deira’.3 The appearance of temporary lakes and the constant downwash of fine materials led to the appearance of clays in the alluvial basins and in the lower portions towards the Humber.
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4 Map: Northern England, Terrains


Why need any of this matter to the historian? Figure 4, of the terrains of northern England, is not a geology map, nor a relief map nor a soil map, but is a summative and much simplified interpretation of the characteristics of the land surface that can be easily seen and sensed by human beings. It is one way of glimpsing the ‘whole’ and a generalised template against which to assess the greater on-ground details of local regions and even units as small as an individual township or parish. On a bigger scale it is possible to think of the siting of the Roman wall and the lines of Roman roads, of the evident routeways through the hill masses, of the presence of well-drained plains suitable for agriculture, of hill pastures for the hunt and the grazing of domestic stock, and marshlands for the taking of fish and fowl. Sea and land, tidal ranges and river floods, altitude, latitude and local climate have all helped to define other fundamental limits. Sometimes these are starkly visible, as in the effect of increasing altitude, while others are only seen in the success or failure of a crop. Thus we are told that when spring-sown barley failed in his Farne Island retreat, St Cuthbert (c.634 to 687) sowed again ‘long after the proper time for sowing it, and when there seemed no hope of any harvest’, yet it miraculously yielded an abundant crop. We may exclude miracles, but such simple experiments must have been commonplace.4 Not visible in the generalised framework, we have vast local variations in soil, that natural substance with which the farmer wrestles most intimately. In fact, farmers manufacture agricultural soils. They take the raw mineral materials left by the ice and meltwaters, remove the natural vegetation and expose the wholly natural soils developed since the ice retreated. Then they clear stones and tree stumps, direct their ploughing to assist drainage and create a tilth, plough further to kill weeds – natural plants growing where they are not wanted – continue to stone-pick, and where possible manure and rotate their arable crops. Good husbandry – an evocative word – involves keeping soils in good heart, ‘warmed’ and nurtured. Soils are the real groundwork of all prosperity and the recently glaciated and often stone-filled soils and marshy hollows of the north initially presented farmers with greater difficulties for husbandry than those lands beyond the last ice fronts, where a far longer time than a mere twelve thousand years had elapsed since active glaciation and deglaciation.


Archaeological Evidences and Routes


Archaeological evidences, the sum total of all recoveries of remains, are much mapped and much discussed, but what do they really tell us? The distorting effect of an ‘active archaeological society’ is certain, but ultimately terrain conditions affect site discovery. By using air photography it took many decades for sites beneath arable to be recovered in quantity, and it is important to appreciate that what we now have represents no more than a fortuitously generated sample. Each square kilometre would need flying many times, in varied soil moisture conditions, in varied lights and with varied crops and growth stages to reveal all the sites present. In the uplands, however, the interplay of experience and fieldwork has multiplied sites greatly.5 In more subtle ways, foothills and upland shoulders that carry pastures, or locations adjacent to lowland farmsteads or villages where old grass pasture is sustained, are situations in which slight earthworks reflecting two thousand and more years of cultural activity can litter each and every field, visible to the trained eye even though they photograph badly. On the other hand, archaeological survivals also reflect all subsequent land usages; the preparation of arable land described earlier, coupled with flows of soil materials into bottomlands, represent site attrition and site burial. In the former only the basal layers and ditches cutting the subsoil survive, while in the latter archaeological features are buried so deeply as to be undetectable at the surface. It is on hill-pastures and former commons where upstanding site survival is most evident, a distribution that has little if any relationship to the original overall intensity of occupation. All this affects the distribution maps we create.


Figure 5, the distribution of steadings and compounds of Iron-Age and Romano-British date, is often used as a distribution map of rural settlement in the Romano-British period.6 It records a series of sites, farmsteads and hamlets, whose curvilinear or rectangular shapes, coupled with limited excavation, suggest that they fall in a time-span embracing the later Iron Age, the Roman period and even indeed the post-Roman centuries. The arrow, in western County Durham, in the middle of the map, is the location where a series of compounds are known in Upper Weardale, and neatly illustrates the power of a single discovery to affect perception of a pattern. Nevertheless, such sites are thin on the ground in Durham, but increase in density to both the north and the south of the county, conceivably implying a march zone between two tribal territories, probably those of the later Iron-Age Brigantes and the Votadini.7
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5 Map: Major Defended Sites


What does this distribution mean? What does it tell us about the North East in this period? The pattern of site recovery largely relates to post-Roman land-usage: sites survive on grazing areas, and are worn away in arable zones. Thus, we may suspect that in the farmlands of slopes around the Skerne and the Tees Valley, between Gainford and Stockton in County Durham (zone A), prime quality lands, many sites have been eroded away and buried, for this was an area formerly containing large concentrations of medieval villages and their arable fields although many of these are now depopulated.8 In zone B, where no Romano-British sites appear, the territory once known as Werhale, includes lands given to the twin monasteries of Jarrow and Monkwearmouth. There are strong indications that, although eventually settled, this was once part of a tract of heath and woodland thrusting eastwards from the Pennine foothills proper, reaching the sea between these monasteries (Fig. 6). The fact that numerous steadings do appear further to the west of zone B suggests the occurrence of post-Roman recession to the south of the Tyne, and we should not forget that site recovery is hindered here by 18th- and 19th-century industrialisation. In zone C, the Yorkshire Wolds and surrounding countryside, sites mass in large numbers. The area is recognised to have been the tribal territory of the Parisii in the Iron Age, the focus of intense Roman settlement, and in post-Roman and Anglo-Saxon times the heart of what became the kingdom of Deira.9 The more intensive the inquiry, the more sites appear. A fine study of the Wolds by Cathy Stoertz shows that this zone is incredibly rich in material, while Dominic Powelsland’s recoveries at West Heslerton, at the northern edges of Stoertz’s study area, hint at the existence of hitherto unimagined quantities of material. This occurs at the scarp foot of the chalk, where it edges the Vale of Pickering, where downwash accretes materials making its varied soils a preferred settlement zone and where named medieval nucleated settlements are still concentrated.10 Nevertheless, the more we look the more we can see that the lowlands, areas eventually dominated by nucleated villages and hamlets with their associated open, common townfields, were thickly occupied in the later prehistoric and Roman period. Work on pollen diagrams does, however, hint at great complexity of local patterns of clearance and woodland survival.11


We must note that some of the sites mapped in Figure 6, notably the curvilinear ones, could possibly be pre-Roman, for it was the Romans who brought straight-line regularity to northern landscapes. If so, then let us put ourselves in the position of a group of Roman military officers, with an engineer corps equivalent, moving into the area at the behest of the Emperor. The aim is to gain tribute, and if there is resistance, spoil and slaves, followed by tribute. This is not the place to document any of this in detail – the policies and treaties, the occupations and retreats – but the military advances must have been contingent upon two key factors: first the definition of a route, and second the existence of centres of population. ‘Where is Cartimandua’s oppidum?’ may have been a useful question for Petillius Cerialis, the Governor of Britain in the early 70s, to ask, although such basic questions become less meaningful as time passes and intelligence and contacts reveal the situation.12 If we turn to the Roman roads of the north, the legionary headquarters Chester and York form a baseline, and from Chester a road drives northwards via the Lune Gorge, over the inclement heights of Shap Fell, to the Eden valley and eventually Carlisle near the western end of Hadrian’s Wall. Initially this was a gateway for thrusts further north, but eventually it became a centre for local government. Local populations – the Carvetii, living in the Eden Valley and on the Solway Plain – became part of the province and tribute payers.13 On the other side of the Pennines, the great road from York eventually known as the Dere Street took a route north to Aldborough, thence to Catterick and the important Tees crossing at Piercebridge, where a substantial Roman bridge has been discovered. Then it passed north-westwards to the Wear Valley at Binchester and thence via Lanchester and Ebchester to Corbridge, a key Tyne crossing and bridging point, to cross the Cheviot mass at High Rochester on its way to Newstead in the Tweed valley.14 Why, we may ask, were these routes selected by the army?


It can be no accident that the eastern trunk route passed through what became the market town of the Brigantes at Aldborough in Yorkshire – Isurium Brigantum – and, further north, passed no more than a mile and a half from what may have been a northern oppidum, or lowland fortress, of the same tribe at Stanwick Park. The establishment of the precise route probably followed the military advance, but was placed along the western side of the Vale of York, avoiding the Swale Ure washlands and crossing the west to east drainage lines well upstream, where flows were more episodic and speedy and fording points more frequent. To the west of the Pennines, the Manchester, Ribchester, Tebay Gorge and Eden Valley route steers a careful course avoiding the coast and the lower courses of the rivers, passing through the valleys and lower foothills to head towards the more populated zones of the Eden Valley and Solway Plain. But the routes had a political significance. Without going into the technicalities of either land survey or intelligence gathering, the Roman army knew where they were going on the east side of the Pennines, taking account of both potential client kingdoms and hostile territories with their important population concentrations.15


The Brigantian oppidum postulated at Stanwick was probably deliberately located between upland pastures and a well-populated zone further east.16 The uplands gave extensive grazing lands for the cattle herds of the local aristocrats and their tenant farmers, and also provided routes across which the young bloods of other tribes to the west and north came to steal cattle and women. This made defences necessary, not least because there were also raids outwards, to prey on other tribes. The Tees Valley farmers would have produced cereals, cattle and dairy produce to keep themselves and the aristocratic warriors alive. The evidence that the middle Tees was then a well-populated zone in the later Iron-Age and Romano-British period is not conclusive, for steadings and compounds do not appear in great numbers. Nevertheless, Old English place-names and later taxation records suggest that in the Anglo-Saxon and medieval period this was a populated and prosperous zone.17 In Durham the Dere Street passes to the west of the concentration of steadings and conceivably precedes their development. The low numbers of curvilinear – probably Iron-Age – steadings in County Durham and southern Northumberland, in sharp contrast to the Solway Plain, imply colonisation in Roman times, when rectangular farmsteads were established. At one peat bog, Hallowell Moss, just to the west of Durham and at the southern edge of a wedge of waste (see below and Figure 3) in northern and western County Durham, the main period of extensive woodland clearance began at or soon after the time of Roman advance.18 Once established, the Roman roads became route ways of continuing importance, which is why local Anglo-Saxon communities named the eastern route the Dere Street, the road leading from the north towards the territory of the Deirans, based on the lands in eastern Yorkshire.19 This perspective is important when discussing Figure 6, a map of early woodlands in the region.


[image: illustration]


6 Map: Presences of Woodland


In summary, while the Roman army engineers responded to the constraints and possibilities latent in topography, there are signs that they initially sought ‘all weather’ routes, not too high and not too low, and fine-tuned these to carry the army to key strategic locations with native British population concentrations and fortifications. These military roads eventually created a potential for inter-regional contact and economic development that were to have long-lasting effects. Other subsidiary north to south roads developed on both sides of the Pennines, with cross-Pennine links and seaward routes to the coasts and harbours. The Gough map of about 1360 confirms the sustained pre-eminence of the two primary Roman ‘army advance’ routes on each side of the Pennines, although on the eastern side it portrays no routes north of Richmond and the Roman route to the north west through the Stainmore gap.20


Thus far, this view of the north of England has been land-based, but the sea was always, and still remains, a ‘salt-road’ of key social and economic importance. Traders, war parties, pirates, emissaries, refugees and fishermen all used this highway, although in early times it would be unwise to differentiate too strongly between these categories of seafarer. Nevertheless, at root there were fishermen, knowledgeable of local conditions and who we will, following Chaucer, call shipmen, men whose knowledge transcended the purely local and reached towards a wider view of the world. We should never underrate their skills. The traditional coble – inshore fishing boat – of the north-east coast has a sweeping prow and flat bottom but a flat stern, sloping beneath the boat, so that it could be reversed and easily beached on steeply shelving shingle shores.21 Coastal vessels and coastal trade were part of the region’s lifeblood, while the great coastal towers eventually erected by the Roman authorities along the Yorkshire coast – for who else could have afforded them? – were not merely against occasional seafarers.22 You cannot raid for cattle in a boat, and moveable goods and slaves must have been the objects of any waterborne raids from the North Sea. One of the peculiarities of the Hadrian’s Wall frontier is the fact that the Roman road along it, now called the Stanegate, stops at Corbridge and does not continue to Wallsend. Was the Tyne used for riverboats? This is speculation: the general depth of the river in Roman times was a critical factor, although if there were more valley side woodlands in the Roman period than today the general flow could have been more regular and catastrophic floods fewer than in historical times. In AD 209-11 the fort at South Shields was turned into a major defended stores base, with most of the interior buildings replaced by granary-storehouses. At a later stage the appearance of a Roman army unit of ‘Tigris Lightermen’, ‘manning light, shallow draught boats’, could be an indicator of the use of this river for inland transport. 23 We should not forget that development of the coal trade after 1550 occurred in a lower river that was not systematically dredged until 1855. These points all bring us gently to the fact that the Tyne, below the confluence of the South and the North Tyne, was a considerable river, dangerous, chancy, destructive of bridges, tidal beyond Newburn, and a barrier between the lands to the north and those to the south.24


Woodland, Open Pastures and Settled Land


Figure 6, showing the presence of woodland between about 700 and 1086, is taken from a widely published map and the methods of construction and the assumptions involved have been discussed elsewhere.25 Using the record of Domesday Book and the evidence of place-names, it builds an impression of the distribution of northern woodland. The inclusion of common wastes from 20th-century sources amplifies the picture, and the general reliability of the distribution it presents has been tested. Here, in County Durham, a reconstruction of the common wastes in about 1600, linked with the evidence of several hundred farms created from the unenclosed wastes between 1150 and 1350, has shown that the broader view is indeed trustworthy.26 Included within Figure 6 is what is effectively a ‘doodle’ outlining lowland areas where the evidence implies that woodland was largely absent. Let us be wholly clear about this: the ‘wooded’ and ‘open areas’ in the map are relatively wooded and relatively open. Thus the shaded areas of Figure 6 define lands largely cleared and surrounded, indeed defined, by the presence of wooded zones and open pasture zones. This does not exclude the survival of some woodland within the ‘open’ zones. It is likely, albeit with many qualifications, that in the broad ‘cleared land-open pasture-wood pasture’ contrasts we are seeing the lineaments of a pattern that, both nationally and locally, goes back to the Roman period and perhaps even earlier.27


National mapping of settlement suggests that an important boundary between cleared and cultivated open-field countrysides and a more broken, fragmented type of countryside normal in Northumberland appears to shadow the scarp of the Magnesian Limestone where it cuts across County Durham. Before enclosure, between 1450 and 1850, the landscapes of the inner Midlands, the Vale of York and south-east Durham, termed ‘champion countrysides’, were wholly dominated by villages and their great tracts of open common arable fields. In contrast, to the north and west – including north-west Durham and all Northumberland – villages and hamlets supported by townfields were set amid countrysides retaining far larger amounts of rough pasture, used as common waste.28 In County Durham, the wedge of former waste and woodland marked ‘A’ in Figure 5 appears to have been a borderland important on both a national and a local scale. This leads towards speculation about three frontiers: first, the boundary between Brigantian territory and Votadinian territory in the Iron Age, second the location of Hadrian’s Wall, perhaps dividing the two, and third, the division between Bernicia and Deira. The discussion to follow draws together synoptic views of evidence from many disciplines, from many chronological periods and of many types, and it is contended that this information, presented through distribution maps, is indeed a powerful analytical tool. In circumstances in which there can be few uncontested answers, long time perspectives are useful. It was a short imaginative leap that took the author from Figure 6 to the territories identified as land cleared before AD 700, and then to see these ‘cultural cores’ as indications of the presence of known early polities, primitive kingdoms, in the post-Roman and earlier Anglo-Saxon periods.


The Yorkshire Wolds, the escarpments further west and north, and the Vale of Pickering lie at the heart of the kingdom of Deira. The distinctive character of this polity is attested by the area’s long history of prehistoric settlement. It was substantively cleared in the Neolithic period, was the land of the Parisii in the Iron Age, and became a territory well supplied with local roads and focusing on the Malton-Norton area in the Roman period. The territory must always have had strong links with the Roman regional capital at Eburacum, York, and a tendency to expand control westwards into the Vale of York. Eventually documented as an Anglo-Saxon kingdom with its own royal house, Deira was one of the foundation stones of what became Northumbria, the ‘land beyond the Humber’.29 Far to the north lay Tweed, Till and Glen valleys, and coastal lands, here termed Bamburgh/Dinguaryoi, using the British name that was succeeded by the Old English Bebbanburg (‘Bebba’s fortress’). This territory was more fragmented, the product of local terrains where less fertile sandstone ridges intermixed with small areas of lowland with better agricultural potential. Bernicia – whose initial focus may have been located at, and east of, the confluence of the North Tyne and South Tyne and the eastern end of Hadrian’s Wall – poses many questions. The name means ‘land of the mountain passes’ and is singularly appropriate for this tract, with the Tyne Gap leading westwards into Cumbria.30 The recognition of Catraeth adopts an insight by Nick Higham that between Deira and Bernicia there lay a third entity, a territory once in the hands of Urien of Rheged. Finally, further south, south-west of York, was the territory of Elmet, set amid the woodlands around Leeds.31 The picture is one of small tracts of better land, cultivated, populated, named and ruled: local polities sandwiched between the sea to the east, and, to the west, temperate savannas with open lands, scrub, and some blocks of woodland, together forming a ‘sea’ of pasture from which cattle raiders and slavers could appear. This picture may be compared with the Anglo-Scottish borders during the 15th and 16th centuries, where the reivers only have ‘romance’ when seen from distance.32 Of course, these wastes also formed grazings as well as route ways, with shieling sites, summering grounds for cattle, and areas reserved for aristocratic hunting.
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7 Food Rents and Geography


Can we explore the interior of these primitive kingdoms? Figure 7 creates a generalised picture. A central area of good agricultural land is well settled, with a scatter of steadings and small hamlets. These are shown by the small open squares, and while in Old English these would be termed geburatunas, i.e. ‘the settlements of the farmers’, in Wales these were called trefi, a term sometimes appearing in Cumberland because the native pre-Anglo-Saxon population of the whole north were British, or Celtic, in character.33 These farmers rendered produce to local rulers, the ‘king’, his family and chief retainers, and when Christianity appeared gifts of land were made to any churchmen the king supported. The black squares show more important settlements. These were places – royal vills – that the ruler visited regularly and where agricultural produce was collected for consumption. Loose conglomerations of hamlets were grouped into what historians call small shires, traces of which survived long into the medieval period, appearing in the records as Islandshire, Bedlingtonshire, Hexhamshire, Aucklandshire, Heighingtonshire, Burghshire, Allertonshire, Riponshire, Howdenshire and the like, each comprising one or more central localities with a lordly hall and a scatter of supporting dependencies. It is possible, indeed likely, that these ‘shires’, ‘multiple estates’ or ‘extensive lordships’ emerged in the period after Roman control when the money economy collapsed, but their roots may indeed be even older. In addition to renders of food and drink, the farmers also owed carting and building services. It is likely that each of the cultural cores seen in Figure 5 comprised a number of such small shires and from this base successful rulers raided neighbours and sought to draw from them tribute in the form of cattle, other produce and slaves. In this way the larger kingdoms, Deira, Catraeth and Bernicia, were established, until eventually the larger polities themselves contended for regional supremacy.34 At first we can picture these primitive polities as surrounded by woodlands and open pastures forming border or frontier zones, but as population numbers increased, more and more of the grazing lands and wastes were colonised and permanently settled.


In Figure 8, to a base map of the cultural cores, two distributions have been added: first, the locations of burials and finds for three periods, the fifth and sixth centuries, the seventh century and finally those of the eighth century, using informative and stimulating maps created by Sam Lucy; secondly, the distribution of those Old English – Anglo-Saxon – habitation names considered the oldest.35 The pre-eminent importance of Deira is clear: this is where immigrant Germanic people established themselves most thoroughly, an area where the rulers of long-established British populations, at first protected by Hadrian’s Wall and the coastal defences, eventually invited in Germanic warriors as mercenaries. There is less evidence for the situation in Catraeth, but we must remember that the Roman villas appear at Chapel House Farm, Well, Castle Dykes, Piercebridge, Quarry Farm, with an outlier at Middleham in Wensleydale, implying that this territory was also prosperous at that time. A Roman centre lay at Catterick (Cateractonium) and, while lacking the concentration found in Deira, a scatter of fifth- to sixth-century material implies an early Anglo-Saxon presence, perhaps employed as war bands and settled in the peripheries of the territory, along its north-east coast, as well as at the royal centre. We must remember that in both British and Anglo-Saxon societies the primary loyalties were to the chieftain and his dynasty, the family and the tribe. Violence between such groups probably exceeded that between Britons and Anglo-Saxons, accounting for kaleidoscopic patterns of alliances.36 At first Germanic warriors fought those they were paid to fight, and only later did intermarriage with local women and the rise of powerful Germanic chieftains with their own agendas initiate a process of Anglo-Saxonising the territory, perhaps by attracting further immigrant warriors and their dependants.
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8 Map: Old English Habitation Names


In Figure 8 the place name elements -ingas and -ingham, as in Easingwold, Edlingham, Billingham and Wolsingham, identify territories, estates or settlements linked to a named group or an individual, as indeed do names in -ington, for example Darlington, although this common construction may be of a slightly later date. Names containing -ham, as in Middleham, perhaps meaning a homestead, hamlet or village, may in fact pre-date names in -ingas and –ingham, and certainly in Figure 8 -ham names, along with -ingas names are seen to concentrate within or very near the cores of anciently cleared land.37 There are unfathomable subtleties here, but what these names suggest is expansion outwards from the initial areas influenced by Germanic peoples, indicated by the fifth- and sixth-century burials. The contrast between the unity of Deira and the broken pattern of Northumberland is striking, the former suggesting perhaps more concentrated immigration by Germanic folk into a territory with a rich heartland, while the latter implies a more fragmented and less coherent pattern of Germanic land taking.38 Nevertheless, in these patterns we glimpse something of the substance of the post-Roman polities, incipient states, and their piecemeal transition into early Germanic kingdoms such as Bernicia and Deira. Intricate warfare, blood feuds and alliances that welded these proto-kingdoms into Northumbria are not to be recounted here.39 In addition, Figure 8 gives a realistic view of the expansion of such early polities outwards from their heartlands into the open and wooded pastures of the surrounding wastes. With such expansion it was inevitable that political conflicts and competition amongst rulers took place. Land and territory, warfare and plunder, tribute and renders were what generated the wealth that supported aristocratic lifestyles of the Northumbrian nobility.


In summary, we can envisage a series of long-settled cores, seminal zones, where husbanded soils could support significant local populations and the aristocracies who fed off the farmers. That these territories have not been finally and definitively defined is not in doubt. Nor were the territories ever completely stable, for they often broke up and reconstituted themselves. Only with the development of feudal tenures and the great estates associated with feudal landholding after the Norman Conquest of the later 11th century did the northern land systems lock into a recognisable historic pattern.40


Early Polities and Peripheralities: a Short Case Study


Into this context came Christianity. At first this was Celtic, Irish in character, but after AD 627 the area came increasingly under the influence of York and its brand of Roman Christianity.41 There can be no doubt that in Durham and Northumberland the earliest Anglo-Saxon stone sculptures, many bearing the burden of association with monastic foundations, are set on the edges of the embryonic states.42 On one side lay the coast and the sea while on the other lay great ‘seas’ of waste, open rough land and some woodland. The importance of the seacoast in the location of Jarrow and Monkwearmouth has long been noted, while Lindisfarne, Hartlepool and Whitby all show the same land/sea liminality, as do Coldingham in Berwickshire and Tyninghame further north in East Lothian.43 All these sites had access to some agricultural land (although certainly not of the best) and to the produce taken from the sea and, not least, to relatively easy and rapid travel along east coast seaways. There can be no better example of this than Whitby, difficult of access by land, particularly in winter, but selected as the location of a church meeting or synod in the year AD 664. A second set of sites, identified by stone crosses and grave markers and some early stone churches, are found inland, at or just beyond what may be thought of as a ‘cultural shoreline’ between the great wastes and the cultivated and more populated core regions. Sites such as Hexham, Corbridge, Gateshead, Gainford, Gilling, Ripon, Lastingham and Hackness confirm this pattern of liminality between relatively well populated and almost unpopulated zones. It is hard to believe on the basis of the surviving seventh-century churches that Escomb and Staindrop were not also monastic sites, but they were never documented as such, while place-names such as Ebchester and Romaldkirk hint at other foundations. Of course, many of these sites had deeper roots in British or Irish Christian foundations.44


We can see this process from surviving documentation: between c.654 to 656 Oedelwald, King of Deira, granted to Cedd, Bishop of the East Saxons, land to endow a monastery at Lastingham; between c.658 to 661 Alhfrith, sub-king of Deira, granted land to Wilfred at Ripon to found a monastery. At a later stage, between 830 and 845, Ecred, Bishop of Lindisfarne, granted Gainford to the church of St Cuthbert with its land in south Durham between the Dere Street and the hills to the west, land already in his possession. In about 883 Guthfrith, King of Northumbria, granted the great wedge of land in north-west Durham between the Tyne and the Wear and from ‘the Dere Street to the sea’, a grant inclusive of properties in Werehale that were formerly held by the monasteries at Jarrow and Monkwearmouth but by that date destroyed by Viking raiding.45 Sometimes these grants are described in terms of 10, 40 or 50 familiae, ‘families’, either implying that peasants were already settled on the land or that the land had the potential to support that number. The correlation between these grants and their peripherality to older farmed cores suggests that reclamation and colonisation was taking place.
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9 Map: Anglo-Saxon Sculpture and Monasteries


Of Land, People and Time


It is inevitable that the century and a half before AD 600 is a deeply shadowed time, with local leaders and their war bands vying for power that was often short-lived. The shadows the maps represent allow us a glimpse of territorial patterns in what was essentially a borderland or marcher zone. To the north, and focused north of the Tweed, were the descendants of the Iron-Age Votadini, known as the Goddoddin by the mid-fifth century. To the south, in eastern Yorkshire, lay Deira, early settled by Germanic people, but established within the territory of the Iron-Age Parisii and whatever Roman-British polity succeeded them. Bernicia’s British name was probably attached to the southern province of the Votadini between the Tweed and the Tyne, while, because of deficiencies in the record, Catraeth, as a territory and not merely a place, appears only in verse in praise of Urien of Rheged, a ruler whose effective base lay to the west in the Eden and Lyvennet valleys.46 A great battle seems to have taken place at Catterick, the place, in c.570, when a confederacy of British warriors from Goddoddin to the far north, was heavily defeated by war bands termed ‘Deirans’. The role of one British king, Urien, is critical. I see him as a British ruler who had extended his control over Catraeth. He was in confederacy with the Deirans and so operating with war bands of mixed British and Anglo-Saxon stock. In a magisterial review of the documentary evidence for the building of Northumbria, David Dumville47 pointed to possible temporal way marks for any analysis: kingship in Deira is attested only from the 560s, although is likely to have been of greater antiquity, while Ida, the founder of the Anglo-Saxon ruling Bernician dynasty, centred at Bamburgh, traditionally took control in 547. Some Germanic settlement appeared in Deira by the middle of the fifth century, approximately within a decade or so of AD 450, and in Bernicia by about 500. None of these dates are beyond doubt, while an even less certain reference implies that Deira was separated from Bernicia – presumably the result of the conquest of Deira by Germanic rulers – again in the middle decades of the fifth century.48


Traditionally, Bamburgh and Bernicia were joined together by Ida, initiating the formation of a larger proto-Northumbrian kingdom.49 However, Aethelfrith (592-616) was, it is said, the first Bernician king to rule Deira, probably in the decade 605-16, and Bede – who, it must be admitted, was notably ‘anti-British’ in his sentiments – notes that Aethelfrith ‘conquered more territories from the Britons, either making them tributary or driving the inhabitants clear out, and planting English in their places’.50 Important questions arise about the place of Catraeth within the pattern of early states. Warfare and expansion from a Bernician heartland north of the Tyne, implied in Figure 8, must inevitably have also involved thrusts southwards into and through the territory of Catraeth. It seems likely that Urien’s death between 572-9 while besieging Theoderic of Bernicia (upon Lindisfarne) opened more fully the door for Bernician expansion southwards towards Deira.51 Indeed, we can suggest that Aethelfrith’s major conquests could only occur if Catraeth’s rich and diverse agricultural lands had already been absorbed by him, perhaps between about AD 592 and 603. This expansion southwards of an Anglo-Saxon ruler based north of the Tyne would inevitably bring him into contact, if not conflict, with the Deirans who had been expanding westwards and northwards in the Vale of York. Whatever the detail, Aethelfrith’s success ensured that the peoples living north of the Humber, both British and Anglo-Saxon, were drawn together into one kingdom and that their war bands were then able to create wider conquests, achieving victory over a British army at Chester in c.615. Political intrigue and warfare, both within the region and between Northumbria and its neighbours, continued to be a formative factor alongside the growth of the Anglo-Saxon church, once Roman Christianity was firmly established in AD 664 at the Synod of Whitby.52 Included within Figure 8 are those sites where the Old English element burh, meaning ‘a fortification’, must have emerged from this troubled time, often, it will be noted, generally set peripheral to the polity cores, often with a relationship to both Roman roads and/or sea routes. Nevertheless, we must assume throughout, in spite of warfare, state building and the expansion of church power, that there was a steady increase in the numbers of farmers winning from the land the food needed to support all the ruling classes, kings, warriors, administrators, churchmen – and women – in their conspicuous consumption. At the level of the farmers there must have been sustained and relatively peaceful interaction between Britons and Anglo-Saxons, often no doubt with sex as the lubricant.


There is an essential convergence in the conclusions drawn from analysis of the maps created for this study. All of the four threads defined at the outset intertwine around the nature of the land. Links are present not in any crude deterministic sense but in the fact that the nature of the land provides the practical setting within which, and with which, successive societies established a modus vivendi, elements of continuity being always present. Land with a good agricultural potential and sustained husbandry provided essential economic support for all. Grain, cattle and people – farmers – were the foundation of all wealth, and regional differences that were the gift of nature have bound together all developments through time. The ‘cleared land-open pasture-wood pasture’ contrasts that underlie Northumbrian cultural geography and landscapes undoubtedly take root in prehistory. The contrasts they represent are a linking theme, not only through the time span of this discussion, but right into the period of industrial development in the 18th and 19th centuries, when, for instance, early coal pits, mining villages and waggon ways were often sited with reference to the waste lands surviving or recently enclosed. The location of a group of early monastic foundations, perhaps often with British precursors, in inland locations near the agricultural frontiers of the seventh century is surely an indicator of one role they were expected to play. In practical terms, the cultural cores containing royal estates, with monastic and other church foundations set at their edges, formed bases from which physical and cultural colonisation led to the eventual creation of the unified kingdom of Northumbria. The patterns that appeared remain part of the regional heritage, persisting in the Old English place-names that still frame our present lives, as indeed do ‘the brine’, ‘the high ground’ and ‘the fresh stream’ waters of the great rivers of Cunedda’s praise poem, which may in fact come to us from a period as early as the fifth century AD.53
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