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ENGLAND (TO C. 800) AND ENGLISH INSTITUTIONS

    
    
    
    IT IS NOT SURPRISING that the Venerable Bede, being a Northumbrian, in his Ecclesiastical History completed about 731, just one hundred years after the conversion of Northumbria to Christianity, should regard Edwin of Deira, the king who had brought about the change, as almost the greatest English prince of the seventh century. In his pages Edwin appears as the fifth English king who had won renown by establishing an effective imperium over his neighbours, both English and British, and the same view of him is repeated in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle written two hundred years later, which shows that ninth century tradition reckoned him as the fifth “Bretwalda”, a title which seems to mean “the wide-ruler” or over-king. The actual achievements of Edwin’s reign, which began in 617 after the defeat of Acthelfrith of Bernicia by Raedwald of East Anglia at the battle of the Idle, show that the title was not unmerited; for he is credited with subjecting the Isle of Man to his rule, conquering Anglesey from the king of Gwynedd or North Wales, annexing the Southumbrian district of Lindsey and the yet British district of Elmet in South Yorkshire, and even asserting himself along the Thames and waging successful war with the West Saxons. The only English kingdom, according to Bede, which did not bow to him, was Kent, the home of his queen who had induced him to adopt Christianity. His power, however, if striking was really precarious, and his baptism in 627 soon brought about political difficulties. Other kings had recognised his suzerainty so long as he appeared as the champion of the English against their foes, but his desertion of Wodan made the more conservative of them restive.

    Penda of Mercia. Battle of Heathfield 633

    The leader of the discontented was Penda, the chief of the Mercians in the Trent valley, and of the “Wreocensaete” or dwellers by the Wrekin, who had settled along the upper Severn and were fast spreading south into Herefordshire. Penda first made his name in 628 by a successful attack on the folk called Hwicce, the branch of the West Saxons who had fixed their seats on the upper tributaries of the Thames, on the Worcestershire Avon and along the lower Severn. A victory at Cirencester made these districts tributary to Mercia and doubled Penda’s power, whereupon he came forward as the champion of the old national religion and quickly found himself supported by all those warriors, who hated the new-fangled restrictions which the Christian missionaries threatened to impose in the matters of marriage and private vengeance. The attitude of the heathen chieftains, who probably acted as priests for their several districts and themselves sacrificed and collected temple tolls from their liegemen, like the IcelandicGodis of a later time, is not depicted at all clearly by Bede, who had little interest in heathen institutions, but we can gain a fair idea of the shape which their antagonism must have taken if we read the “Christne Saga,” which describes a similar struggle between Christ and Wodan in the northern island three hundred and fifty years later.

    The first folk actually to rise against Edwin’s influence were the East Angles, who slew their king Eorpwald for accepting baptism; but the real crisis came in 633, when Penda joined forces with Cadwallon, king of Gwynedd, Edwin’s chief British enemy. The rival armies met on the borders of Mercia and Deira somewhere near Doncaster in the woodlands called Heathfield, with the result that Edwin’s army was disastrously routed and the “Bretwalda” himself slain.

    This fight in Heathfield made the fortune of Mercia. The Deiran supremacy not only disappeared but Bernicia and Deira again fell apart and their leading men apostatized. Cadwallon, eager to regain the North for the British, occupied York, and this forced Paulinus with Edwin’s queen to flee to Kent. Penda meantime stepped into Edwin’s place as leading king, a fact not emphasized by Bede because of this prince’s hostility to Christianity, and created an enlarged Mercia, stretching right across England from the Humber and the Wash on the east to Chester and Hereford on the west.

    Penda’s Kingdom. Oswald of Bernicia 

    The provinces of this enlarged state seem to be set out for us in the first section of the so-called “Tribal Hidage,” a Mercian document compiled apparently some fifty years later for Penda’s successors for revenue purposes. This hidage, or schedule of assessments, indicates that “that which was first called Mercia” comprised in addition to the two Mercian districts, north and south of the Trent, six dependent “maegths” or chieftaincies, namely (1) the land of the Wreocensaete, now Shropshire with parts of Herefordshire, (2) Westerna, a somewhat vague expression which apparently refers to the plain of Cheshire and South Lancashire, (3) the land of the Pecsaete, the dwellers round the Peak and Sheffield, (4) the land of Elmet, which had its centre at Loides2 (Ledstone near Pontefract) where the road from London to York crossed the river Aire and which reached north to the Wharfe, (5) Lindsey with the land of Heathfield, and (6) the settlements of the North and South Gyrwe, comprising the fenlands of Holland and the Isle of Ely, perhaps detached from East Anglia. Over these “maegths” as well as in the Mercian homelands the victorious Penda ruled as king; but his influence was also paramount over the sub-kingdom of the Hwicce in Worcestershire and Gloucestershire and over the territories occupied by the Middle Angles (Bede’s Angli Mediterranei) in Northamptonshire, Bedfordshire, and Huntingdonshire. These latter he formed into a second sub-kingdom and entrusted to his son Peada.

    The centre of the realm thus constituted was at Tamworth on the Watling Street, and it is clear that, if its parts could only hold together, the new state from its central situation was in a far better position for gaining supremacy over all England than Northumbria had been. The struggle, however, was by no means over; for it was not long before the Northumbrian dynasty recovered from its eclipse and made a determined effort to undo Penda’s work.

    The new Northumbrian leader was Oswald, one of the sons of Aethelfrith of Bernicia who had been exiled when Edwin of Deira won his kingdom. This prince seized the opportunity afforded by Edwin’s death to return to Bernicia, and in 635 signally defeated Cadwallon at Heavenfield near Hexham on the Roman Wall. Upon this he was able not only to reunite Deira to Bernicia, but being a zealous Christian to begin the reconversion of both districts. To effect this he called to his aid, not the exiled Paulinus, but a band of Irish-Scot missionaries from the renowned monastery of Iona on the west coast of Scotland where he had himself learnt Christianity, when in exile. The struggle between the adherents of Christ and Wodan was thus again renewed, but this time not under the auspices of Rome; for the Scots were quite independent of the Papacy and had their own traditions and a peculiar organisation.

    The leader of the new mission to Bernicia was Aidan (correctly Aedan), whom Oswald established, not at York amid Roman surroundings, but on the island of Lindisfarne in the North Sea, hard by Bamborough, the Bernician capital. The detailed story of this second attempt to Christianize Northumbria will be found elsewhere; its effect on the newly formed Mercian kingdom is what now concerns us; for Oswald, as a champion of Christ, was bound to attack Penda, even if he had not also felt it his duty to regain for Northumbria its lost political supremacy.

    In this enterprise Oswald was not long without allies. The numerous petty chiefs, whom Penda had subdued, were naturally not very heartily on his side. Any overlord, even one who adhered to the old religion was distasteful to them, and this made it easy to stir up rebels. Besides, notwithstanding Penda’s opposition, Christianity was making headway all round him, in. East Anglia under Anna who was crowned king in spite of a victorious Mercian invasion, and in Wessex under Cynegil who was converted about this time by an Italian missionary, named Birinus.

    Battle of Maserfield. Oswald slain by Penda 640-651

    These two folk-kings were necessarily Oswald’s allies, and if we are to believe Bede, even accepted him as their overlord. At any rate Oswald encouraged Cyneglis to set up Birinus as bishop of the West Saxons with his see at Dorchester a few miles below Oxford on the upper Thames, and was himself present as sponsor when Cynegils was baptised. By 640 the allied princes were clearly pressing Penda hard; for Oswald was able to regain Elmet and Lindsey and collect his forces for an attack on the district of “Westerna” round Chester. But here, as it proved, the Christian champion over-reached himself. In this quarter Penda could rely on British help and probably was joined by Cadwalader of Gwynedd. At any rate in 642 he faced Oswald in the north-east corner of Shropshire at the foot of the Welsh hills in the woodlands called Maserfield, and here Oswald was slain and his army destroyed. Penda had his body mutilated, but tradition says that his head was subsequently buried at Lindisfarne, while his arms and his hands were preserved at Bamborough as precious relics of the fight with heathendom. Later he was canonized as St Oswald. The Welsh too preserved his memory, calling the site of the battle Croes Oswallt, while the English called it Oswestry.

    The same results followed from the disaster in Maserfield as from Edwin’s disaster in Heathfield. Bernicia and Deira again parted company, this time for thirteen years, while Penda retained his position as leading king. Northumbria however did not go back to heathendom, though Penda ravaged it as far as Bamborough. The Irish missionaries had obtained too great a hold on the people to be repudiated, and Aidan did not think of abandoning his flock. In Wessex heathenism had greater success. Cynegils died in 643, and his son Coenwalch, who had married Penda’s daughter, succeeded and practised heathen rites. But even here Birinus seems to have maintained a foothold. At any rate Coenwalch soon quarrelled with Penda, and fleeing for refuge to Anna of East Anglia was shortly afterwards baptized by Felix, the missionary bishop of Dunwich. Penda, indeed, as the years went by, must gradually have realized that in spite of his victories he was fighting against the inevitable. In 648 Coenwalch, aided by his kinsman Cuthred, returned to Wessex and openly proclaimed himself a Christian. Peada, too, who had been set over the Midland Angles, was also found among the converts, while missionaries from Lindisfarne headed by Cedd, an Englishman, were invited into Essex by the local chiefs, who had remained heathens ever since the expulsion of Bishop Mellitus in 617.

    Battle of the Winwaed. Penda slain by Oswy

    The prime mover in all this was Oswy, Oswald’s younger brother who after Maserfield had become king of Bernicia and who in 651 tried to regain Deira as well, by putting to death Oswin, a chieftain who was ruling that district with the support of Penda. In this he did not succeed, but it heralded a new struggle in which heathendom had once more to fight for its existence. Penda as usual met the danger with vigour. In 654 he made a savage attack on East Anglia and slew Anna, and the year following collected all his strength to march against Oswy. At first Oswy offered tribute, but Penda refused all terms. His levies, we are told, were organized under thirty different chiefs and included contingents from Wales, East Anglia, and Deira. Oswy’s forces in comparison were far inferior, but they had the better spirit, some of Penda’s allies being half-hearted and some actually treacherous. The collision took place at the ford of the Winwaed, apparently a stream half-way between Doncaster and Ledstone. Here in the district of the Elmetsaete Penda’s life-long good fortune deserted him. The Deirans would not fight for him, one of the Welsh contingents took to flight, and in the end Penda himself fell together with the king whom he had recently set up in East Anglia and many of his other vassals.

    Oswy’s somewhat unexpected victory not only gave him great prestige, but was decisive for the religious destiny of the English. Sussex and much of Wessex and Mercia were still heathen, and Cedd’s mission to the men of Essex and Middle Anglia had still much work to do; but from this time onwards active heathen resistance was at an end, for Peada the heir to Mercia already stood for Christianity, and had married Oswy’s daughter. It must not be thought that Penda’s career, had been in vain. He had failed, it is true, to maintain the old religion; but the Mercian State which he had evolved out of a congeries of tiny tribes, was destined to prove permanent, and in spite of Oswy’s momentary triumph soon chewed itself able to resist all efforts to bring about its dismemberment. It remained in fact the leading factor in English politics for the next hundred and fifty years.

    Temporary Triumph of Oswy 

    The immediate result of Penda’s death was the temporary collapse of Mercia. Oswy found no one to oppose him and quickly annexed all Mercia north of the Trent as well as Deira and Lindsey. How far he overran Cheshire or penetrated into the valley of the Severn we do not know; but Bede says that the Mercians submitted to the partition of their province and that Oswy took up the task of converting the country round Penda’s capital, appointing Diuma as first bishop of the Mercians. As for Peada, Penda’s heir and Oswy’s son-in-law, he is represented as being content with adding the 5000 hides of South Mercia, that is to say Leicestershire, Kesteven, and Rutland, to his kingdom of Middle Anglia and as spending his time in making plans for a monastery at Medeshamstede, a site on the edge of the fens overlooking the country of the Gyrwe, well known afterwards as Peterborough.

    Meantime in Northumbria the two most important events were the founding of the nunnery of Streaneshaich, afterwards renamed by the Danes Whitby, and the promotion of Oswy’s son Alchfrid to be under-king of Deira. With affairs thus settled in the south Oswy next turned his eyes northwards, and according to Bede subdued the greater part of the Picts beyond the Forth. Bede represents him in fact as the greatest of the Northumbrian kings with an imperium over all the southern provinces of England as well as over Mercia and the Picts and Scots. This may have been the case in 657; but if so, the quickly won supremacy was short lived, and in the south did not survive beyond the assassination of Peada in 658 and the accession of a more vigorous prince to the headship of Mercia.

    Wulfhere rebels against Oswy 658

    The new ruler was Wulfhere, Peada’s younger brother and like him a Christian. Elected by some Mercian notables, he came to the throne determined to reconstitute, and if possible to extend, Penda’s kingdom. Bede describes the rebellion in a single sentence, merely stating that Oswy’s officials were expelled from Mercia; but really the revolt was an event of first-rate importance. For Oswy’s overlordship of the Midlands came utterly to an end. So long as he lived, he continued to struggle to regain it, but never with much success; and from this time onwards it grows every year clearer that Northumbria’s chance of dominating all England has passed away.

    In Wulfhere the Mercians found a leader even abler than Penda, who steadily advanced his frontiers and at the same time thoroughly Christianized his people. On the whole he shunned northern enterprises, his aim being to get control of south-eastern England and even of Sussex, and to hem in Wessex into the south-west. In the latter kingdom considerable progress had followed on Coenwalch’s return from exile. Three events deserve mention. These are the assignment about 648 of parts of Berkshire and Wiltshire, reckoned at 3000 hides, to Cuthred, the prince who had helped to restore Coenwalch, a transaction which shows that the assessment system had been applied south of the Thames, the foundation of a second bishopric for Wessex at Winchester, and a successful campaign carried on against the Britons of West Wales. The latter opened with an attack on Somerset, and in 652 a battle occurred near Bath at Bradford-on-Avon; but it was not till 658 that Coenwalch was definitely successful, when a victory at Penn in the forest of Selwood enabled the men of Wiltshire to overrun most of Dorset and to advance the Wessex frontier in Somerset to the banks of the Parrett. Again we only have very meagre accounts of an important event, but it is evident that the settlement of so much new territory must have drawn heavily on the West Saxon population and made them less able than heretofore to withstand Mercian aggression in the Thames valley.

    Here then was Wulfhere’s opportunity to seize the Chiltern districts. Nor did he lose it. In 661 he advanced out of Middle Anglia, and after capturing Bensington and Dorchester, till then the chief centres of the West Saxons, threw himself across the Thames and laid waste the 3000 hides, known as Ashdown, which Coenwalch had assigned to Cuthred. It would seem that Cuthred was killed; at any rate the West Saxons were completely beaten, and the “Chilternsaete” or dwellers in Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire, had to accept Wulfhere as their overlord. Their district, reckoned in the Tribal Hidage at 4000 hides, from this time forward may be regarded as Mercian, while the Thames becomes the northern frontier of Wessex and Winchester the chief seat of the West Saxon kings.

    A further result of this campaign was seen in the submission of Essex, at this time ruled by a double line of kings, and perhaps divided into two provinces, Essex proper reckoned at 7000 hides and Hendrica to the west of it reckoned at 3500. This was a very substantial gain: for it gave Wulfhere London, even at that day the most important port in England. As might be expected, the Thames did not long set a limit to Wulfhere’s ambitions. Using London as a base, he next overran Suthrige, the modern Surrey, and shortly afterwards Sussex. In Surrey after this we hear of Mercian aldermen; but Sussex retained its kings, as Wulfhere found them useful as a counterpoise to the kings at Winchester. Finally we find Wulfhere attacking the Jutes along the valley of the Meon in south-east Hampshire and the Isle of Wight. This brought his arms almost up to Winchester. There is no record however that he attacked the West Saxon capital, but only that he detached the “Meonwaras” and the men of Wight from Wessex and annexed their districts to Sussex. The dates of these events are not exactly known, but clearly they constituted Mercia a power as great as any hitherto established in England. If the title “Bretwalda” means wide ruler, Wulfhere clearly deserves it as much as Oswald or Oswy, and perhaps more so; for he maintained his supremacy for fourteen years (661-675) and was also quite as zealous as they were to forward the new religion. Examples of his zeal are numerous, as for instance the suppression of heathen temples in Essex in 665, the final foundation of Medeshamstede, and the baptism of Aethelwalch king of Sussex, Wulfhere himself standing as sponsor; or again the encouragement which he gave to his brother Merewald to found a religious centre for the Hecanas or West Angles which led to the establishment of monasteries at Leominster in Herefordshire and Wenlock in Shropshire.

    Wilfrid and the Synod of Whitby 664

    While Wulfhere was establishing the ascendancy of Mercia an internal struggle of the greatest importance had arisen in Northumbria between those who looked for Christian guidance to Iona and those who looked to Rome. Though the work of evangelizing the country had been entirely carried on by the Scots, at first under Aidan of Lindisfarne, and after his death under Finan, there were none the less many clerics in the land who, having travelled abroad, were not content to see the Church cut off from continental sympathy by the peculiarities of the Irish system and the claim of Iona to independence. The leader of this movement was Wilfrid, a young Deiran of noble birth, who after studying at Lindisfarne had journeyed to Rome and finished his education at Lyons. Returning to England in 658, he had become abbot of Stamford in Kesteven, but had retired to Deira when Wulfhere revolted. There from the outset he steadily advocated union with Rome, and winning King Alchfrid’s sympathy got himself about 661 appointed abbot of Ripon, a newly founded monastery, in place of Eata, a Lindisfarne monk, who maintained the Iona traditions, especially as to the date of Easter. About the same time Finan died at Lindisfarne, and Colman was sent from Iona to succeed him. In Bernicia the Roman party had another powerful advocate in the person of Oswy’s queen, a Kentish princess. She eagerly pushed Wilfrid’s cause at court until at last Oswy and his son determined that a synod should be held at Streaneshalch to discuss the matter. This assembly, later known as the Synod of Whitby, met early in 664. It consisted of both clergy and laymen, the leaders on either side being Wilfrid and Colman. The test question was as to the proper day for observing Easter. The Scots kept the feast on one day, the Roman churchmen on another. The arguments were lengthy, but the final decision was in favour of Wilfrid; whereupon Colman with the bulk of the Columban clergy decided to leave Lindisfarne and return to Iona. So ended the Irish-Scot mission which for twenty-nine years had been the leading force in civilizing northern and central England.

    The victory of Wilfrid’s party was of great importance in three ways. Firstly it restored the unity of the English Church, bringing all its branches under one leadership, and so made its influence in favour of political unity stronger. Secondly it quickened the spread of civilization by placing the remoter English provinces under teachers who drew their ideas from lands where the traditions of the Roman Empire were still alive, and where an altogether larger life was lived than among the wilds of the Scottish islands. Lastly it introduced into England a new conception of what a bishop or abbot should be, superseding the homely self-effacing northern missionaries, who despised landed wealth, by more worldly prince-prelates, who were by no means satisfied to be only preachers but demanded noble churches and a stately ritual for their flocks and extensive endowments for themselves with a leading share in the direction of secular affairs. It was this aspect of the Burgundian and Frankish Churches that had particularly appealed to Wilfrid and he meant to bring the English Church into line with them, if he could. The opportunity of making a beginning in his own person soon offered itself, owing to the death of Tuda, the bishop who had been placed over Lindisfarne after Colman’s withdrawal. To fill the vacancy the Northumbrian princes not unnaturally turned to Wilfrid, and he was quite willing to accept their offer but on the condition that the site of his see should be transferred to York, partly to show that he was more truly the successor of Paulinus than of Aidan, and partly in imitation of the urban Frankish bishoprics. He further stipulated that he must be consecrated abroad, as he regarded the English bishops as irregularly appointed. He accordingly went to Frankland, and the ceremony took place with great magnificence at Compiegne in presence of twelve Gallican bishops. After this Wilfrid is represented as moving about with a prince’s body-guard of one hundred and twenty retainers; but so much state was hardly justified, for he found, on returning to England, that Oswy had quarrelled with his son, that Alchfrid had been driven from Deira and that as a result Oswy was determined not to have his son’s friend as bishop of the Northumbrians. Oswy in fact had already appointed another man to Wilfrid’s see, in the person of Ceadda, abbot of Lastingham, later known as St Chad. The motive of so anti-Roman a step is not quite clear, but its importance is obvious. It made Wilfrid a bitter opponent of the Northumbrian house and drove him to look towards Mercia. He still remained abbot of Ripon but in 667 we find him performing episcopal functions in Mercia for Wulfhere.

    The following year a yet more important step in binding England to civilization and Roman culture took place when Pope Vitalian helped in filling up the archbishopric of Canterbury and selected for the post, not an energetic Englishman like Wilfrid, but a scholar and born organizer, who was well acquainted at once with Rome and Italy, and with the Greek world of the Byzantine Empire, then without question the most civilized part of Christendom. This remarkable man, called Theodore of Tarsus, from his birthplace in Cilicia, was already sixty-six when he landed in England in 669, and men must have thought that age alone would soon damp his zeal. If so, they were mistaken; for never was an archbishop so strenuous in every sphere, whether as administrator, legislator, counsellor, or peacemaker, so that for twenty-one years he kept himself foremost in every English movement, and by his ceaseless activity made the English understand what could be gained from unification and orderly government.
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