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Introduction


There is no such thing as Northumbria, but there was, once, long ago. However, it is unlikely today that you will find ‘Northumbria’ delineated on any map, for it is a term now used informally, or sometimes corporately, to refer to the North-East of England, the land between the River Tees and the River Tweed. But the ‘idea’ of Northumbria still exists, with many informal references to it in popular culture and everyday life. It is the same land that in Anglo-Saxon days encompassed the province (sometimes kingdom) of Bernicia and eventually formed the heart of the vast Kingdom of Northumbria, which, at its zenith, stretched from the Humber Estuary to the Firth of Forth and from the North Sea to the Solway.


In this book, I have attempted to set out for the reader a journey through 1,600 years of Northumbrian history. It is arranged across twenty-four short chapters, essentially brief sketches of notable events, each connected through the years, like the links in a chain that anchors us to our history. The book is very much a bloody history of Northumbria, for I could never claim it to be the complete story of Northumbria’s bloody past; a work such as that would indeed fill many volumes. For me, the book has been a work of personal learning and, as in the past, my approach to writing it has been to produce a narrative that is accessible to all readers, and particularly to those with an enthusiasm for, an interest in, or merely a curiosity about our shared history. It is up to the reader to decide whether or not I have succeeded in doing so. Therefore, be warned, or perhaps reassured, there is little for the academic, or the professional historian, within these pages.


Throughout the text, I have made reference to a number of previous writers. In this regard, and for the benefit of any reader who wishes to further their knowledge of a particular event or topic sketched in these pages, I have included a bibliography at the end. And I would offer, in advance, my sincere apologies to any author/s to whom I have inadvertently failed to refer. Also, for those who may wish to look further, I have shamelessly lifted some material from my previous books and for this I make no apology, as I think that the subject matter deserves its own place within the pages of this book.


It is reassuring to see the constant good work of organisations across our region, whether large or small, official or voluntary, who work tirelessly to protect and conserve our shared history and heritage, whether by maintaining battlefield walks, installing display boards for visitors or maintaining archives of material that may otherwise be lost.


As L.P. Hartley said: ‘The past is foreign country: they do things differently there,’ and for today’s reader, looking back at the events set out in this book from the safety of centuries long since passed, it is easy to consider history simply as the combined events of dim, distant, far-off days, made real today only in the pages of a book, or on a TV or movie screen. But, as Hilary Mantel, acclaimed author of the Wolf Hall trilogy, once said: ‘Our past, was their present.’ Indeed, for our Northumbrian ancestors, it was their lived reality; perhaps not heroic or romantic, but unfailingly dangerous, brutal, and often short.


It is, of course, debateable whether there remains a Northumbrian ‘national identity’ but surely the ‘Genius Loci’, the spirit of the place, endures; and as for modern-day residents of these lands, as Sir Walter Scott himself once romantically remarked:




We are amidst places renowned by the feats of former days; each hill is crowned with a tower, or camp, or cairn, and in no situation can you be near more fields of battle … and many scenes of blood are within the compass of a forenoon’s ride.





Martin Dufferwiel


2025


HAS NOTHING BEEN, BECAUSE THE SOUND OF IT HAS DIED AWAY FROM DULL EARS?


Sir Timothy Eden
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Seal of Robert Neville, Prince Bishop of Durham, 1437–57.










For the Roman Empire was the world, and all outside its fringe was in darkness – the ultimate places of the Earth.


Prof. J.B. Bury, The Life of St Patrick





The historian William Fordyce, writing in 1850, asserts the following:




English history, anterior to the period when the Romans, under Caeser, [sic] obtained their earliest grasp of Great Britain, is in total obscurity. The island was inhabited by branches of that race denominated Celtic … Celtic septs or clans, each occupying their own province. Amongst the septs, constant wars and devastations seem to have been going on … and in this state, Julius Caeser and his Imperial successors seem to have found Britain.





Iron Age Britain was indeed settled by such Celtic Tribes. From the south coast of what is today England to the north coast of modern Scotland, in all, over twenty tribal areas crossed the land. Some of those peoples preferred to live in the fertile river valleys, others the remote hills and mountains. Iron Age societies lived by farming, hunting, and fishing, and their settlements and lands were protected by their warriors. Some tribes or tribal confederations were powerful; the Catuvellauni, the Atrebates, and the Iceni, whose territories covered large areas of land; many other tribes and communities were small and localised.


In the years 55 and 54 BC, Julius Caesar took the first tentative Roman steps on to British soil, but withdrew, according to the Roman historian Tacitus: ‘Revealing, rather than bequeathing Britain to Rome.’ Almost a hundred years later, Emperor Claudius ordered a full-scale invasion. In May, AD 43, 40,000 men under the command of Senator of Rome and General of the Army Aulus Plautius landed in Kent. It was much like later invasions; a gradual expansion and consolidation of military control, followed by civilian settlement. The Romans using their time-honoured method of ‘carrot and stick’: accept Roman authority and acquiesce to the civilising Roman way, with all its benefits, or face the Legions. In the south, some of the tribal leaders chose Rome, and their people embraced a Roman way of life. In the North, however, things were different.


For much of what is today Northumbria was controlled by the powerful confederation of Celtic, Iron Age tribes, the Brigantes, who took their name from the Celtic goddess Brigantia, and holding sway to the north of them, the Votadini. Eventually, a mutually beneficial accord was reached between the Roman authorities and the Brigantes, who would retain their independence in return for serving Rome by providing a buffer zone between the Legions and the hostile Caledonian tribes further to the north. So, the north of what much later would become England was no settled Roman Province of civic stability and civilian expansion. The area of the country north of York was essentially a militarised zone, with the Roman road we now know as Dere Street ensuring the supply of men, weapons, and materials to the frontier.









1


Hail Mithras




Mithras, God of the morning, our trumpets waken the wall,


Rome is above the nations, but though art over all;


Now as the names are answered and the guards are marched away,


Mithras, also a soldier, give us strength for the day.


Rudyard Kipling





For a time, the arrangement between Rome and the northern tribes seems to have worked well. However, internal trouble began in AD 51 when the Brigantian queen Cartimandua, very pro-Roman, handed over to the Roman authorities the leading British resistance fighter of the time, Caractacus. Her position was further weakened in AD 60 when she refused to support the revolt of Boudicca, and when she subsequently ousted her consort, the Brigantian king Venutius, and took his armour bearer, Vellocatus, as her new husband, a civil war broke out. The situation became very unstable. Rome had to act. The pacification of the Brigantes was begun in AD 71, when the Governor of Britain, Petillius Cerealis, marched north from York with the Second Legion. Tacitus tells us:




Petillius Cerealis at once struck terror into their hearts, by invading the Commonwealth and attacking the civitas of the Brigantes, which is said to be the most numerous tribe in the whole Province … there were many battles, sometimes with great bloodshed, and by permanent conquest or by forays, he annexed a large portion of the Brigantes’ territory.





For three years, the bloody subjugation of the North continued, the Brigantes and their neighbouring tribes suffering the wrath of the Roman military machine. In his writings, the poet Juvenal tells of a Roman father urging his son to win glory, by ‘destroying the forts of the Brigantes’ in the north of Britannia, at the end of the world, where the screams of the Barbarians were carried on the wild, northern winds. And so Cerealis continued his brutal campaign and by AD 74 the northern tribes were, once more, under control.


For a while, all was quiet, but five years later the tribes rose again and what had been begun by Cerealis was now continued by his eventual successor, Julius Agricola. Violent encounter followed violent encounter and, as Tacitus comments: ‘by these means the states which up to this time had been independent, were induced to give hostages and abandon their hostility’. The pacification of the rebelling tribes and the consolidation of their territory into Roman Britain was completed. The lands came fully under Roman control and what we know today as Northumbria would become a small part of a vast empire that stretched from the moors of North Britain to the sands of North Africa.


After AD 84, the Romans established their frontier on a line running between Carlisle in the west and Corbridge in the east. Almost forty years later, Emperor Hadrian decided to consolidate the boundary of the Roman Empire along this line and ordered to be built his wall of 80,000 paces. A 73-mile-long fortified northern frontier, from the Tyne in the east to the Solway in the west, separating Rome from the Barbarians. Hadrian’s Wall, as we know it today, came into existence. Its front-line fortifications would be supplied via the main northern road out of the Legionary base at York, later described by the monk and chronicler Simeon of Durham as ‘Deor Street’ and along which a succession of forts and civilian settlements would spring up in time. At Piercebridge, where the road crossed the River Tees, at Binchester, just outside Bishop Auckland, then on to Lanchester and Ebchester. From there to Corbridge, probably known locally as Coria, then along the Tyne Valley and on to the frontier forts themselves.


These forts would come to be garrisoned by men from across the Roman Empire, a racial and cultural melting pot of Romanised Britons, troops from modern-day Spain and the Netherlands; from Eastern Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East, all with their own traditions and beliefs. The Durham historian Robert Surtees comments, in his monumental work The History and Antiquities of the County Palatine of Durham, that: ‘The facility with which the Romans adopted into their Pantheon, the Gods of conquered countries is well known.’ They set up their altars and burned incense to their gods; to Jupiter Optimus Maximus and to Mars, God of War; to Fortuna, God of Fortune; and to Sylvanus, God of the Hunt.


And to Mithras, ‘Deo Soli Invicto’, or God of the Sun.


Near the Roman Wall Fort of Brocolitia (Carrawburgh) can be found the remains of a small temple, discovered in 1822, and dedicated to Mithras, the Sun God of the Persians. Originally, it would have been a subterranean or semi-subterranean walled chamber, with a central aisle, probably covered with layers of cut heather, seating down both sides, and a concealed recess at one end. Mediterranean pine cones would have been burnt to fill the confined space with their pungent fragrance. In his 1908 book The Romance of Northumberland, A.G. Bradley tells us that:




At a point some three hundred yards south of the camp, and within the traces of its suburbs, a walled in chamber about twelve feet square, dedicated to this God, who demanded the rites of Human sacrifice, was discovered … Two upright altars, inscribed with a dedication to Mithras and a large tablet illustrating the deity himself, surrounded by signs of the zodiac, were found standing in a row within, and several fragments of dedicatory tablets were discovered in the same chamber.





The temple had been built, it was thought, around AD 200, by soldiers stationed at the fort.


The cult of Mithras came originally from the Eastern Empire, but had become popular with soldiers across the Roman world. The figure of Mithras was a derivative of the Persian deity Ahura Mazda, signifying the power of light and good. In Roman belief, Mithras had trapped a sacred bull in a cave and there sacrificed it, releasing its blood, which symbolised the salvation of mankind, the power of light and the subduing of untamed creation. Hence, it was thought, that the soldiers who shed blood for Rome here at the very edge of Empire were as one with Mithras.


The worship of Mithras was both a mystery religion from which women were excluded, and organisationally, a secret cult. Its membership was highly restricted to privileged individuals, was favoured by high-ranking Legionary officers and was popular with those stationed on the uncertain and dangerous front line; for Mithras was a god for the here and now. Initiates were required to pass through six levels of progress, or Purification, under the all-seeing eye of the head or leader of the temple, and the gaze of acolytes wearing ceremonial raven-headed or lion-headed masks. Possibly at first being expected to submit to tortures and brandings, they were then, during secret rituals carried out in darkness or in torchlight, subjected to ordeals by fire or water, thirst or fasting, cold, darkness, isolation, and endurance. Perhaps the rigours and privations of these ordeals were designed to induce hallucinations of Mithras himself. To these ends, the temple at Brocolitia contained in its recess a hearth, set beside a stone-lined receptacle; a sunken, coffin-shaped pit. On the successful completion of his ordeal, the initiate’s hands, which had been bound together with chicken gut, would be loosed by an officiate with the stroke of a ceremonial sword, allowing him then to stretch across the edge of a naked sword blade and claim the prize of his progress.


Unsurprisingly perhaps, for such a secretive cult, many tales were handed down of the lurid celebratory practices that took place within the dark, cramped subterranean temples, designed to invoke the very cave of the mythical bull’s sacrifice. Apart from ritual feasting and drinking in honour of the god, stories were told suggesting the ritual sacrifice of a real bull, acknowledging and mirroring the sacred deed of Mithras himself. Or, in extreme circumstances, as the Sun God could only be propitiated by the rites of blood sacrifice, the sacrifice of a human. When archaeologists later excavated the temple, they did indeed find a substantial number of bones – none of which, as it turned out, were human, but only, rather prosaically, those of pigs, lambs, goats, and chickens. Of course, to modern reasoning, the idea that the sacrifice of a bull in honour of Mithras could take place within a small, enclosed, subterranean space would be, at the very least, problematical, and impractical, as well as very messy and very dangerous. Surely therefore, the sacrifice of a bull was merely representational. The sacrifice of a human, however? In the Roman world there was no shortage of slaves and prisoners of war.


With the increasing influence and eventual ascendency of Christianity, Mithraism was eventually denounced as a Satanic mimicry of Christian faith and worship. The Mithraeum at Carrawburgh was abandoned, levelled, and eventually used as a rubbish dump, before disappearing at last below ground level. Sixty years after its demise, the Roman Legions left Britain forever. More than fourteen centuries would then pass before the stones of that temple were rediscovered, saw once again the light of day, and were brought into the modern world, where today its altar stones are museum pieces.


As we know, the Roman Empire eventually declined and fell. Rome itself was threatened. In AD 410 Emperor Honorius told the people of Britain that they no longer had a connection to the Empire and must look to defend themselves. The last Legions marched away, Britain was finally abandoned and on 24 August that same year, Alaric, King of the Visigoths, sacked Rome itself. After over three and a half centuries, the Roman occupation ended. It had, however, been much more than an occupation. During that time, Roman-controlled Britain had become a fully fledged member of the Roman world. Conquest had evolved into colonisation. The native Celtic tribes had become Romano-British citizens, their tribal leaders now civic worthies with adopted Roman names. This had been no mere invasion for the purpose of piracy and plunder, no smash-and-grab raid. It is easy to think of the Roman Invasion in the following terms. They came, they saw, they conquered; and then stayed around for a while and left; a well-known and well-documented, but distant, passing chapter in our long history. However, when we relate the lifespan of Roman Britain to our own place in the timescale of history, it is sobering to think that if the last Legions were leaving these islands now, the first ones would have marched in when the English Civil War had turned the country into a Commonwealth, and Oliver Cromwell was Lord Protector.


But perhaps, if we focus our minds, shade our eyes and free our imagination, we can still see the events that took place at the very beginning of recorded history in Northumbria; the snapshots of life then, and the people who lived that life. These included Roman officials of State and Army, the Romanised Celtic native people, the resident craftsmen and wandering merchants from across the Roman Empire, serving the frontier forts and settlements, and the soldiers from many countries, who guarded them, and who set up their altars and burned incense to their gods; to Jupiter Optimus Maximus and to Mars, God of War; to Fortuna, God of Fortune, and to Sylvanus, God of the Hunt. And to Mithras: ‘Deo Soli Invicto’, God of the Sun.


And so, we leave them, with the illustration below, drawn by Robert Bertram and published in the 1927 book Northumbria’s Decameron by Howard Pease, and with the salutation, long since heard: ‘Ave Et Vale’.
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***


So, the Romans left us a reminder of their Britain with their straight roads, their written word, and their built record; a time that is well documented, well studied, and well known. However, what followed the withdrawal of the Legions was a weird, twilight world. A world, almost, but not quite, lost to us today.


When the last Legion left southern England in the early fifth century, never to return, the north of what had been Roman Britain was still dominated by the Romano-British military, which continued to garrison the old frontier forts. A Roman way of life, of sorts, would continue for decades, as would Roman-style military service. Fortifications were maintained or rebuilt – indeed, some of the forts on Hadrian’s Wall were still occupied into the sixth century. It is likely that, centred on these strongholds, ex-Roman Army officers and their descendants became local leaders. Gradually, local leaders became local rulers, who became post-Roman warlords, who in turn sought to expand their territories. They would call themselves regum (king), but the sixth-century writer Gildas would denounce them in his Lamentations as ‘Tyranni’ and assert that in those days: ‘there was no man that did good; no, not one’.


In time, these leaders, some of whom claimed their direct descent from Imperial Rome, and had their genealogies written to prove it, assumed the mantle of local kings. For, as R. Cunliffe Shaw tells us: ‘Their genealogies were the title deeds of Regality.’ From these kings, dynasties would eventually be established and a battle for the territorial mastery of the Northern lands, lands where the camps, stations, fortifications, and memory of a previous master remained, would develop between these new dynastic rulers. A shadowy world therefore, of feuding warlords and the gradual demise of a Romano-British society struggling to come to terms with the harsh realities of self-governance and the defence of Sub-Roman Britain against Germanic aggressors from the east. This was the land and the time of heroes and myths. Celtic bards would tell the stories and sing the songs of the exploits of the great leaders, the ‘Nordi’, the Men of the North, and their bloody battles against each other, and against invaders. These struggles, so the bards said, were the very ‘Matter of Britain’, and if ever there was a time when a historical King Arthur existed, then this was that time. But, as William Fordyce tells us, perhaps unfairly: ‘Of self-defence, the Celtic Briton, when abandoned by Rome, was incapable.’


Around 140 years after the last Legions had left them, Ida the Angle, the Flamebearer, fell upon them from the sea, landed with his fifty Keels and established himself at the old Celtic British fort of Din Guyardi, the Dynguoaroy recorded by the chronicler Nennius, writing early in the ninth century; the coastal stronghold that would eventually become Bamburgh Castle. This was the dawning of the Province of Bernicia, from which would later develop the Kingdom of Northumbria.









2


‘I Saw Mighty Warriors, 
Riding With the Dawn’


The Christianised Celtic Britons remained, however, and fought on against the expansion of the pagan invaders from the east. In the west, probably with its base in Carlisle, was situated the Celtic British Kingdom of Rheged. And it was from out of the west that the names of two warriors of mighty repute were carried threateningly eastward, swirling in the moorland mists and blown menacingly by the northern winds towards Bamburgh and the Bernicians: King Urien of Rheged, remembered by the bards as ‘the Lord of the Lands of the Flowing Waters’, and his son, Owain, ‘Prince of the Glittering West’. For Urien it was, renowned for his outstanding military prowess and his resistance to raiding war bands, who was the hero of many tales of battle. Indeed, such was the esteem in which Urien was held, Taliesin, the Celtic Bard and Court Poet, further ennobled him with the somewhat fulsome soubriquet ‘the Chief and Lord Paramount, Inspirer in battle, Rheged’s Defender, the Famous Lord of Christendom and Anchor of his Country’, and wrote of him that:




If there is a cry upon the hill, is it not Urien that terrifies?


If there is a cry in the valley, is it not Urien that pierces?


If there is a cry in the mountain, is it not Urien that conquers?


If there is a cry on the slope, is it not Urien that wounds?





After Ida’s arrival and his establishment of the fledgling kingdom of Bernicia, for over a decade the Angles looked to expand their territory and assert their domination over the land. When they looked towards the west, they would become the aggressors in an ongoing conflict. Taliesin and the ancient chroniclers recorded that blood was spilt at sites with mysterious, only partly understood, and now half-forgotten, names: at Bremenium, the old Roman fort at High Rochester in the Cheviots; at a place named as Gwen Ystrad; at a place named Arfderydd, or Arthuret; and at Llwyfein, Leven Wood, where Urien fought alongside his son, Owain. The Angles of Bernicia were becoming increasingly powerful and hostile – raiding, burning, and pillaging. Fortunes of battle, however, continued to swing between the two antagonists; sometimes the Britons were victorious, sometimes the Angles. For a time, however, the Britons managed to contain their foe within their eastern coastal lands.


In AD 572, the flame of Bernicia was handed to Ida’s fourth son, Theodoric, and it was between Theodoric and Urien that the great struggle of the age would take place. Both camps began preparations for the upcoming and decisive conflict. The epic Celtic poem Y Gododdin, written by the poet Aneirin, a contemporary of Taliesin, tells of a battle, and gives in its verse a flavour of contemporary conflict in the northern lands. The combatants, ‘A host of horsemen, with shields, spear-shafts held aloft with sharp points, and shining mail shirts and swords’, fought all day against the men of Bernicia. And at the end of that day:




Amid scattered weapons, broken ranks, standing steadfast, with great destruction the champion overthrew the host of the men of the Angles. He cast lances in the forefront of battle in the spearfight, he laid men low and made women widows before his death.





At length, Urien, together with his son Owain, rode out with the armed horsemen of Rheged, and a mighty force of men, with their spears and their javelins, and moved east through the high mountain passes to attack Theodoric of Bernicia. The harvest season was over, allowing Urien to gather many men to him. The Britons were well supplied and well armed, a huge and potent force of warriors with Urien at their head; and the martial prowess and leadership of Urien was the stuff of legend. Songs were sung of his exploits and how he had proven himself to be the scourge of the Bernicians. This time it was the army of the Britons that was on the offensive and had on its side both surprise and overwhelming numbers. Spirits were high. The warriors sang their songs of battle and expected victory. But their fate would ultimately be decided by the dark and secret forces of treachery.


For the great army of the Britons had been betrayed by one of their own number, and Theodoric had swiftly drawn up his plans against them. Quickly gathering his warriors about him, he marched out westwards to confront the forces of Urien, as both their position and their intentions had been made known to the Bernician king. So it was Theodoric who had the element of surprise, and it was his dawn attack that began the time of slaughter. For after that rosy dawn, when the Britons had gathered around Urien’s banner, the fight lasted all day and, as the bards remembered, became one of heroic mythology, a ‘dim, weird battle’ on the edge of kingdoms and of history. By sundown, hundreds had fallen, their blood staining red the moorland grass. Urien himself was slain. Overcome and hacked about, the great warrior was truncated and beheaded, as around his body the battle, on the slopes of the Cheviots, continued until its bloody conclusion. His body was buried on the moor; his head carried in sorrow from the field. Thus fell Urien, and Theodoric had the victory. The defeat was fatal to the Britons. If the bards are to be believed: ‘Of the 363 tribal leaders who stood with Urien against the furious onslaught, there were only two who returned from the funeral fosse.’


There is, however, an alternative version of this story, and one that does not involve, for Urien, a final heroic fight to the death on the slopes of the Cheviots. But, as with the former version, the alternative also includes an act of treachery that, in the year AD 575, would bring about the demise of the great king of Rheged.


In 1610, the cartographer John Speed, on the back of his map of Lindisfarne, described it thus: ‘This iland is called Lindisfarne, by the River Lied, that is opposite unto it on the coast of Northumberland. Beda termeth it a demy iland. The Britaines name it as Medicante.’


The story tells that the great force of the Britons did not in fact engage their enemy inland, but continued eastward into the heartlands of the Angles. In this force, Urien led three kings of the west: Rhydderch the Old, Gwallawg, and Morcant. Theodoric was unprepared, and at the approach of the great army of the west, he hurriedly moved his smaller force the short distance up the coast to the tidal island of Ynys Metcaut, which we know today as Lindisfarne. Urien of Rheged swept all before him and followed Theodoric to Lindisfarne. The Britons encamped opposite the tidal flats and the bards tell that they besieged Theodoric of Bernicia for three days and three nights. Surely, there had never been a better opportunity for the Britons to rid themselves once and for all of the barbarian invaders.


Morcant, possibly a sub-king of Strathclyde, is a shadowy figure, brought alive by the words of Taliesin, and who, so the poet tells, was envious of the prestige and martial power of Urien: ‘Because in him was, above all the kings, the greatest strength in the prosecution of warfare.’ Indeed, Morcant’s enmity towards the Bernicians was apparently as nothing compared to his hatred of Urien. And so, while the army of the Britons was encamped on the shoreline, Morcant paid an assassin to kill Urien. The annals tell that Theodoric was trapped on Lindisfarne, preparing as best he could for the inevitable onslaught of the men of the west, marking time and dreading each tide, no doubt contemplating his own demise and that of his kingdom. However, an individual, named as Llofan of the Exiled Hand, stole secretly into the midst of the British camp, chose his moment with care and, at the mouth of the Lieu, or Low, a little stream that ran into the sea near modern-day Beal, committed the bloody deed: beheading the great king. With this, the allegiance of the west was fractured, momentum was lost and despair and distrust swept through their ranks. Disagreeing over their next move, the great army simply turned away from Ynys Metcaut and the North Sea shore and melted back into the west.
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Looking towards Beal, scene of the death of King Urien of Rheged?








The Welsh Antiquary Nennius, in his Historia Brittonum, later recalled the fatal incident:




Four kings fought against the Bernicians, Urien and Rhydderch Hen, Gwallawg and Morcant. Theodoric fought vigorously against Urien and his sons. During that time, the Cymry were victorious and Urien blockaded Theodoric for three days and three nights on the island of Metcaut. But during this campaign, Urien was assassinated by the instigation of Morcant, from jealousy, because his military skill and generalship surpassed that of all other kings.





Theodoric would have his revenge. With time now to gather all his forces together, he would follow the retreating Britons far into the Celtic western lands. Eventually, battle was joined, grim and brutal. Owain, son of Urien, fought as his father had done, and, after he too had fallen at the vengeful hand of Theodoric himself, the bards lamented: ‘When he died, there was no one greater sleeping.’ Many were killed. The survivors, defeated and demoralised, returned to their moors, mountains and valleys. The dead were left where they fell, despoiled, and robbed of their golden torques, weapons and chains of honour; precious trophies for the victorious Angles.


After the passing of Urien and Owain, the glory days of the Glittering West were over. The Kingdom of Rheged would continue in some form, but its power would gradually decline. Bernicia would achieve dominance in the North and in time the great Kingdom of Northumbria would become, for generations, the pre-eminent Dark Age kingdom; the kingdom about which many stories were written and many songs were sung.


***


Of course, it must be made clear to the modern-day reader that these early ‘Histories’ are mainly the product of the skilful words of bards and court poets, who were loyal to their royal master and patron. It was in their own interest to tell of the heroic battle deeds of their king in violent, brutal encounters between rival war bands, and weave into the lines of their verses narratives that would turn those confrontations into great battles, legendary in scale and significance. So, the historical record of this time is one that has been left to us after being viewed through the lens of those contemporary observers, whose main concern was self-interest – and self-preservation. More legend, then, than pure history, whatever that is!


It is perhaps with the reign of Aethelfrith of Bernicia and the eventual establishment of the Kingdom of Northumbria that the historical record becomes more reliable. Theodoric died in AD 579, and fourteen years later Aethelfrith, grandson of Ida, became the eighth king of Bernicia. Bede records a great victory achieved by Aethelfrith, in AD 603, over the Britons and the Scots of Dalriada. The following year, he became king of Deira and, combining its territory with that of Bernicia, became the first king of a united Northumbria. Restless for further victories, in AD 615, a further victory over the Welsh established Aethelfrith’s Northumbria as the most powerful kingdom in the land, its king now Aethelfrith ‘the Destroyer’, for as Bede recorded: ‘Aethelfrith ravaged the Britons more cruelly than all the other English leaders … he overran a greater area than any other king or ealdorman, exterminating or enslaving the inhabitants.’


But every dog has its day, as the saying goes. Edwin, the exiled heir to the Deiran throne, having fled into the protection of King Readwald of East Anglia, remained a threat. In AD 616, he rode out with Readwald to face the advancing forces of the Destroyer. Edwin was victorious, Aethelfrith was slain. So died the first king of Northumbria. Edwin was now king and Aethelfrith’s sons, in turn, fled into exile. Under Edwin the power, influence and territory of Northumbria expanded. He would in time become Bretwalda, High King of the Heptarchy, the seven Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. His own kingdom, which stretched from the Humber Estuary to the Firth of Forth, attained a military and cultural high point, with Bede recording that, in Edwin’s reign, a woman with a babe in arms could cross the kingdom from sea to sea, without fear of harm. Edwin, King of Northumbria, Bretwalda and Imperium, made his royal progress behind a standard of purple and gold, as had the Roman Emperors of old, and, baptised in AD 627, he became the first Christian king of Northumbria. But even Edwin’s reign came to end, when he was defeated and slain at the Battle of Hatfield Chase by the Welsh king, Cadwallon of Gwynedd, and Penda, the pagan king of Mercia. Cadwallon quickly moved north. With Edwin’s death, Northumbria fell apart and was reduced in its ashes to its old constituent states of Bernicia and Deira. Perhaps the Britons would now reclaim their ancient land. But, as Bede tells us, that land was laid waste, and Cadwallon:




Although a Christian by name and profession, was nevertheless a barbarian in heart and disposition and spared neither women nor innocent children. With bestial cruelty he put all to death by torture and for a long time raged through all their land, meaning to wipe out the whole of the English nation from the land of Britain.





But on the island of Iona, off the west coast of Scotland, Oswald, son of the old pagan Aethelfrith, was growing to manhood and now, as news reached him of Cadwallon’s devastation of the northern lands, his eyes turned towards those lands. Towards a lost kingdom. Towards a kingdom, now to be reclaimed.









3


Oswald Fair Hand




Oswald, his cause and resolution good,


Turned a field of Heav’n into a field of blood


Richard Wharton, Cheviot: A Poetical Fragment







Up to the time of Oswald, the ancient Kingdom of Northumbria was distracted by bloody conflicts for the throne. These Oswald at length, for a time, terminated, by destroying the power of a usurper, Cadwallon.


William Fordyce





Oswald had been about 14 years old when he and his siblings fled to distant Iona. He was the second son of Aethelfrith, a committed pagan, who had claimed his ancestry back to the Germanic war god Woden. But on Iona, Oswald, the exiled prince of the Bernician line, had dwelt in peace, had studied and had been baptised a Christian. Now the ongoing plight of his people became known to him, his time, he knew, had come; and with a small band of twelve faithful followers, he set out to reclaim his lost kingdom. Alluding no doubt to his pagan ancestry, Simeon of Durham tells us that Oswald sprung up: ‘like a rose from out of the thorns’.


Word spread that the rightful king of Bernicia was returning to his land. Fighting men, still faithful to their old kingdom, soon joined him. In the early summer of AD 634, he had a small army at his disposal. On reaching the high, wild fastness of the Cheviots, he halted and called a Council of War. However, news of Oswald’s return had reached the ear of Cadwallon. With his ally, King Penda of Mercia, away fighting in the south, Cadwallon would have to engage Oswald’s force alone. But Cadwallon did not fear such a desperate, rag-tag fighting force, as he probably considered Oswald’s supporters to be, and he wasted no time in leading his battle-hardened army out of York and turning them north, on to Dere Street, the old Roman route that would eventually bring Cadwallon to Corbridge. From there he scouted westwards along the Tyne Valley. Meanwhile, from the hidden places of the Cheviots, Oswald gave the order that word be spread throughout the land, that all those Bernicians still loyal to him should gather in the valley of the North Tyne. At length, his forces were marshalled. But it was a pagan army that this Christian prince now led; indeed, Bishop Mandell Creighton records that: ‘Oswald with his twelve companions, were the only Christians in the Bernician army.’


Both Oswald and Cadwallon were aware of the movements of the other and it is likely that Cadwallon’s main strength remained encamped at Corbridge. Oswald’s small army gathered on a flat plain alongside Hadrian’s Wall, about 8 miles north of Hexham. Bede tells us that the place ‘was called in the English tongue Hefenfelth, signifying the heavenly field, which name it received as a presage of what was to happen’. Adomnan, the chronicler, Abbot of Iona (and later, saint) reported in his Vita S. Columbae that the night before the battle, St Columba, founder of the Iona mission, appeared to Oswald in a dream, telling him: ‘Be of good courage, God hath promised thee victory; thou shalt conquer and reign.’ According to the chronicles, Oswald had his men fashion a rough cross, which he himself helped place in the ground, and under which he, as Bede tells us, ‘ordered all present to kneel, raised his voice in the darkness of the wild upland, and prayed for the help of Heaven’. Thus the cross became their talisman and their inspiration, and the exiled prince that had set out from Iona with his twelve companions to reclaim a lost kingdom became the leader of a small, but faithful, Christian army.


Tradition, of course, has it that the field upon which Oswald raised his cross was in fact the battlefield. But there is another possibility. Bede records that the site ‘is called in the English tongue, Denisesburn, that is the brook of the Denise’ and the chronicles record that after the battle, Cadwallon was overcome at a place near to where the Rowley Burn runs into the Devil’s Water; some miles from the ‘Field of Heaven’. Was it, then, Cadwallon’s camp that was subject to a surprise attack by Oswald’s men? Perhaps an attack that took place as the first ruddy glow of a dewy dawn showed itself in the eastern sky. Cadwallon’s men, unprepared and taken unawares, were then forced to fight a defensive, ill-organised, and ultimately doomed rearguard action. Being scattered, they fled in all directions, were cut down in flight, and put to the sword. Bede, who wrote within living memory of the fight, tells us that they died in their hundreds. As for Cadwallon himself, it seems that, being unfamiliar with the land, he rode into thick woods for protection. But he was followed. Surrounded and captured, he was summarily executed. For Oswald, the battle was won.


Oswald was no longer simply Oswald ‘the Exile’, a young prince brought up and grown to manhood in a distant place, mounting a last desperate challenge to reclaim a broken realm. He had returned as an avenging warrior, nemesis of the great war leader Cadwallon. He was now Oswald ‘Lamnguin’ (Whiteblade). Indeed, Max Adams, in his 2013 book The King of the North: The Life and Times of Oswald of Northumbria, tells that the renowned Anglo-Saxon scholar and author J.R.R. Tolkien, in his epic work The Lord of the Rings, based the character of his returning king Aragorn on Oswald himself.
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