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Introductory Note

One of the effects of two world wars and of fifty years of ever-accelerating industrial and social revolution has been the growing interest of the citizen in the story of his land. From this story he seeks to learn the secret of his country’s greatness and a way to better living in the future.

There seems, therefore, to be room for a rewriting of the history of England which will hold the interest of the general reader while it appeals at the same time to the student. This new presentation takes account of the recent discoveries of the archaeologist and the historian, without losing sight of the claims of history to take its place among the mental recreations of intelligent people for whom it has no professional concern.

The history will be completed in a series of eleven volumes. The volumes are of medium length, and are intended to provide a readable narrative of the whole course of the history of England and give proper weight to the different strands which form the pattern of the story. No attempt has been made to secure general uniformity of style or treatment. Each period has its special problems, each author his individual technique and mental approach; each volume is meant to stand by itself not only as an expression of the author’s methods, tastes, and experience, but as a coherent picture of a phase in the history of the country.

There is, nevertheless, a unity of purpose in the series; the authors have been asked, while avoiding excessive detail, to give particular attention to the interaction of the various aspects of national life and achievement, so that each volume may present a convincing integration of those developments—political, constitutional, economic, social, religious, military, foreign, or cultural—which happen to be dominant at each period. Although considerations of space prevent minute investigation it should still be possible in a series of this length to deal fully with the essential themes.

A short bibliographical note is attached to each volume. This is not intended to supersede existing lists, but rather to call attention to recent works and to the standard bibliographies.

W. N. Medlicott
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The End of Roman Britain

The end of Roman Britain and the beginning of Anglo-Saxon England were not directly consecutive or datable events. For some decades before their final evacuation elements of the Roman garrison had from time to time been withdrawn from Britain either to support the pretensions of claimants to the Imperial throne or, at moments of crisis, to defend Roman frontiers on the Continent. When this happened Picts from the regions beyond the Firth of Forth, Scots from Ireland,1 and Saxons from the eastern shores of the North Sea, ravaged the coasts of Britain and occasionally penetrated deep into the lowland zone. Until the end of the fourth century the Empire was strong enough to repair the damage done by these incursions and to reconstitute the garrison, though on a steadily reducing scale of numbers. But the troops taken to Gaul by Constantine III in 407 were never replaced and when, three years later, the last remnants of official Roman administration were driven out, the natives of Britain were left to fend for themselves.

1 Picti and Scotti were the names employed by Latin writers for the inhabitants of the lands north of the Forth, and of Ireland, respectively.

From this point onwards until the arrival of the Augustinian mission in 597 any detailed reconstruction of the sequence of events is highly conjectural, but there is a fair measure of agreement about their outline. The native population fought with some measure of success against their traditional foes, of whom the Picts were the most formidable, and to assist them in their defence they invited Saxon warriors to settle in eastern England as federate troops. Before long the mercenaries turned against their paymasters and by the end of the fifth century the Saxons were firmly established in eastern England. A British revival confined them within that area and in the middle of the sixth century Celts still occupied more than half of England. Thereafter, though the Germanic occupation of the rest of the lowland zone of Britain was not long delayed, much of the west and north was to remain unsubdued. Anglo-Saxon England never attained the territorial limits of the Roman province of Britannia and the Anglo-Saxon occupation of even its eastern and southern parts was a long-drawn-out process.1

1 S. S. Frere, Britannia (London, 1967) provides an excellent account of the period covered by this chapter.

Britain had not been totally immune from the disasters which afflicted the Roman Empire in the third century, but her insularity had protected her from the worst consequences of barbarian attack and internal disturbance and she shared in the benefits conferred by the reconstruction and reform effected by Diocletian and Constantine. About the beginning of the fourth century almost all the forts of northern Britain were extensively rebuilt and a considerable road-building programme demonstrated governmental interest in a flourishing economy. In 297–298 British craftsmen were sent to assist in the restoration of Autun after its destruction by the Bagaudae, bands of deserters, displaced persons and revolted peasantry who roamed destructively over Gaul. Both the towns and the countryside were more prosperous than ever before: Picts, Scots and Saxons were temporarily quiescent.

The golden age ended when in 342 Picts attacked the protected territories north of Hadrian’s Wall and Saxons resumed their raiding on the east coast. The emperor Constans hurried to Britain and reorganized the military defences of the north and of the Saxon Shore.2 Seven years later Constans was deposed by a military usurper, Magnentius, who, in the attempt to support his pretensions, drained Britain of troops. Magnentius was killed in 353, but the soldiers he had withdrawn were not replaced. Barbarian attacks are reported in 360 and 365, and in 367 Picts and Scots mounted a concerted assault by land and by sea which overran or outflanked Hadrian’s Wall, defeated such forces as the Roman military commanders could assemble, and penetrated deep into Britain. For two years the government lost control and the countryside was overrun by plundering barbarian bands. Then the emperor Valentinian despatched four regiments of the Roman field army under Count Theodosius to Britain and the barbarians, who wanted loot rather than land, quickly dispersed.

2 Because of its vulnerability to Saxon attack the coastline between the Wash and the Isle of Wight was known as the Saxon Shore. It was defended by forts and fortified harbours such as Burgh Castle, Reculver, Richborough and Porchester, whose garrisons in the fourth century formed a unified command under the count of the Saxon Shore. He shared responsibility for the defence of Britain with the duke of the Britains, whose headquarters were at York.

This achieved, Theodosius reorganized the military defences of Britain to insure against a repetition of the recent disaster. One reason for the Pictish success of 367 had been the treachery of the irregular troops quartered beyond Hadrian’s Wall, whose responsibility it was to gather intelligence of barbarian movements: these troops were now removed and the outpost forts which had been overrun were abandoned. Instead, additional responsibility for frontier defence was handed over to the rulers of the native tribes who inhabited the region between the Wall and the Firths of Clyde and Forth, who in return received an increased measure of autonomy. The forts of the Wall now became less important and though restored were garrisoned by irregular militia instead of regular troops. Having experienced the vulnerability of a linear defence to mobile and amphibious attack Theodosius supplemented his frontier dispositions with defences further south; a number of forts in northern England were rebuilt more elaborately than those on the Wall and garrisoned with regular troops. To provide early warning of attack a new system of signal stations was built on the road to the south from Carlisle, and along the east coast from the mouth of the Tyne to Flamborough Head a chain of lookout and signal stations was constructed which as well as providing warning also served to coordinate naval action by fleets based on the estuaries of the Tyne, Tees, and Humber. In Wales, to discourage Scottic raids from Ireland, Caernarvon was rebuilt and naval bases established at Holyhead and in the Bristol Channel. On the south coast Porchester was replaced by a new base at Bitterne, near Southampton. Even more important for the future, Theodosius modernized the defences of almost all the towns in Britain by adding projecting towers to their existing walls which could carry defensive artillery so spaced that it could provide covering fire along the whole face of the walls; the towns were garrisoned by small detachments of regular troops. Protected by these defences the native inhabitants were able to defend themselves effectively for many years after the last remnants of the Roman army had left.

To restore the economy after barbarian raiding might appear a more formidable task than the military reconstruction, but the permanent damage done appears to have been slight. The towns had suffered little. Even the more vulnerable villas mostly escaped destruction. It is likely that the confusion caused by marauding bands permitted slaves and coloni to flee from their masters and a number of villas appear to have ceased to operate at this time, but such were exceptions. One effect of disruption which has been noticed was that small-scale pottery factories closed down and pottery production became concentrated in a few large centres, at Cranbeck in Yorkshire, the Nene Valley, the Oxford region and the New Forest; concurrently in the south crude homemade wares began to appear.

The Theodosian restoration though brilliantly conceived and executed only stabilized the situation temporarily. The Empire continued to suffer from the dual strain imposed on it by competing rivals for the Imperial throne and continuous barbarian pressure on the frontiers. Both factors affected Britain. Military usurpers to the throne denuded the island of troops to support their claims; the central government, in desperate straits, withdrew troops from Britain to defend Italy.

In 383 Magnus Maximus, the military governor of Britain, revolted against the emperor Gratian and crossed to Gaul, where he successfully maintained himself until his death at the hands of the emperor Theodosius five years later. The Wall continued to be held and the kingdoms to the north were still friendly, but the garrisons of the north-western parts of Britain and of North Wales had been taken by Maximus to Gaul. An attempt to compensate for their loss by establishing native kingdoms in Wales allied to Rome, on the model of the kingdoms north of Hadrian’s Wall, was not immediately successful. By the end of the century Scots from Ireland were established in Caernarvonshire, and in Pembrokeshire,1 Carmarthenshire and Gower; seaborne Pictish raids were also resumed. Between 396 and 398, Stilicho, the imperial military commander, organized punitive expeditions against Picts, Scots, and Saxons but their effects were more than counterbalanced by his further withdrawal of British troops in 401 to fight Alaric and his Visigoths. This withdrawal was on so considerable a scale that the commands of the duke of the Britains and the count of the Saxon Shore were henceforth quite ineffective.

1 It is possible that the recognition of the authority of a warrior-chief from the tribe of the Deisi, from southern Ireland, in Pembrokeshire was part of the policy of Maximus, whereby he proposed to transform erstwhile raiders into defenders of part of the exposed coastline of Wales.

The inhabitants of Britain remained fully conscious that their province formed part of the Empire, but they were by now even more aware of the dangers which threatened them as their dwindling garrison faced the impossible task of repulsing an increasing weight of barbarian attack. To some men the defence of the Empire was still paramount, to others the defence of Britain was their first priority. Even the attitude of the army was ambivalent for though transfer from Britain meant their promotion into the field army many of the soldiers had close ties with their garrison stations and did not wish to leave them. Their dilemma was underlined when, probably in 405, Niall of the Nine Hostages, high king of Ireland, ravaged the southern coast. The conflict between leaders representing different views of where Britain’s interests lay may explain the obscure events of 406–7, when the army in Britain raised three usurpers to the Imperial title in quick succession. In 406 Marcus was declared emperor, only to be killed before the end of the year. His successor Gratian lasted only four months. These men may have received their support from the party which wished to concentrate all resources on local defence. Their policy appeared both timid and unrealistic when in December 406 hordes of Vandals, Alans, and Sueves crossed the Rhine and penetrated deep into Gaul. Even the isolationists might feel that if unchecked the barbarians might reach the Channel coast and pose an additional and immediate threat to Britain. The new crisis led such men to combine with those who were more conscious that Britain was part of the Empire and, feeling that defence was best secured by maintaining the integrity of Imperial frontiers, were prepared to contribute to its defence. Constantine III, Gratian’s successor, secured general support for an offensive policy, crossed to Gaul in 407 with a British army and quickly restored the military situation; in 409 he secured control over Spain. In that year the emperor Honorius recognized him as prefect of the Gauls. Unwisely, Constantine then intervened in Italy and fell under suspicion of conspiring to overthrow Honorius; the barbarians in Gaul took up arms again and his British commander in Spain rebelled against him. In 411 he was compelled to surrender to Honorius and was soon after executed.

Meanwhile a devastating Saxon raid on Britain had again exposed the defencelessness of the island. Constantine’s ambitious policy was thereby condemned. The ruling classes in Britain expelled his officials and attempted to re-establish relations with the legitimate emperor from whom they asked help. At the time Honorius could do nothing to assist but he wrote a letter authorizing the civitates (the partly self-governing areas of local administration into which Britain was divided) to undertake their own defence. There was no Imperial decision to abandon Britain, nor did the native population wish to secede from the Empire. It was for long hoped and expected that when better times returned the Roman connection would be reaffirmed.

Some contemporary historians believe that this hope was realized, partially and temporarily, by a Roman reoccupation effected between 417 and 429. They argue that the defeat of the tyrants in Gaul and the suppression of the Armorican rebellion made possible the restoration of imperial authority in Britain, and that the evidence of a document known as the Notitia Dignitatum translates possibility into near certainty.1 The Notitia provides lists of the military commands of the Empire; though originally compiled after the separation of the eastern and western parts of the Empire in 395 it was subsequently kept up to date and even as late as 425 continued to include a section relating to Britain, which numbered among the military forces assigned to it a field army of 6,000 men under the command of an official styled the ‘count’ of Britain. It was thought that the office of count, a military official with a local command, made its first appearance in 410, so that if the army of Britain included a comital contingent among its numbers, then it could only have arrived after the date traditionally accepted for the end of Roman rule. The subsequent identification of counts, with the same local authority as the count of Britain, in other parts of the Empire, perhaps as early as 395 and certainly before 410, has undermined the force of this argument, and it appears more likely that a small field army under a count was introduced and maintained for a time in Britain at the turn of the century to compensate for the reduction of garrison troops which had been proceeding for some time on a dangerous scale. The more general argument that the British lists would not have been retained had no Roman armies remained in Britain is countered by the contentions that either Rome did not recognize that Britain was irretrievably lost and kept the account of its military establishment because it might subsequently prove useful or, alternatively, that the retention of such out of date material is a normal characteristic of bureaucratic inertia. It might reasonably be thought that coin evidence would make a decisive contribution to the determination of a problem of this kind. But Britain drew most of its gold and silver coinage from the mints of Gaul which had ceased to function after 395, so that the absence of later coins in Britain is unreliable testimony on which to base conclusions.

1 A good discussion of the Notitia is C. E. Stevens ‘The British section of the Notitia Dignitatum’, Archaeological Journal, XCVII (1941): it is discussed more generally by A. H. M. Jones, The Later Roman Empire 284–602 (Oxford, 1964) vol. III, pp. 347–80.

There remains the literary evidence. A fifth-century Gallic chronicler asserted that ‘in the reign of Honorius (ob. 423) Britain was for ever lost to the Roman name’. The sixth century Byzantine writer Procopius, after mentioning the defeat of the usurper Constantine in 411, continued: ‘But in spite of this the Romans were never able to recover Britain, which from that time continued to be governed by usurpers.’ Neither source is sufficiently well informed to inspire confidence but in the absence of better testimony it can only be concluded, albeit provisionally, that Britain was finally lost to Rome in 410.

Authority fell at first into the hands of the provisional council, the only body representing the civitates, but before long other changes occurred.



1 Sub-Roman Britain: The First Phase of Saxon Occupation
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1 The Evidence: Literary and Archaeological

The principal literary source which purports to give an account of the years after the Roman withdrawal is a work entitled De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae. Written by a British ecclesiastic in the middle of the sixth century its prime purpose was to exhort his readers to live better lives, and history was invoked principally to demonstrate the disasters which inevitably attended moral corruption. It contains demonstrable errors which may be partly attributable to its derivation from oral tradition, it lacks dates, is sparing of names of persons and places, and is replete with obscurities. Nevertheless the story it tells is, in outline, plausible and its author, Gildas, a man of some learning and intelligence, was contemporary with the latter part of it. Other writings provide information which serves to confirm or to complement or to correct parts of the ground which Gildas covered. A life of St. Germanus of Auxerre, composed in Gaul in about 480, illuminates conditions in the early part of the period. Also from Gaul are two probably contemporary but anonymous Chronicles which occasionally refer to events in Britain. Sixth-century Byzantium maintained contacts with Gaul, the channel through which some strange notions and a few valuable facts about Britain reached the historian Procopius.

Writing two hundred years after Gildas, Bede could find little to alter in the account given by his predecessor. Bede was a critical scholar in a position to know of such oral traditions relating to the conquest and settlement as were current in his day and having access to any written materials which might have survived; in particular his close contacts with abbot Albinus of St. Augustine’s, Canterbury gave him opportunities to learn what was remembered about the conquest of Kent. That Bede was content in general to paraphrase Gildas must be accounted a strong argument in favour of the credibility of the British writer. He did, however, give the earlier narrative greater precision by contributing a few personal names and some dates, and he added an invaluable analysis of the continental homelands of the invaders and of their settlement areas in Britain which owes nothing to Gildas. Despite its derivative character, the great reputation of Bede and the clarity of his exposition ensured that his version of Gildas, more circumstantial than its model, is that which has passed into the common stock of historical beliefs about the Anglo-Saxon conquest; the consequences of Bede’s editing of his sources will be considered later.

In the first half of the ninth century a British writer, Nennius, of whom nothing certain is known, put together a Historia Brittonum; its character is aptly described in the preface to one of the manuscripts of the work: ‘I have heaped together all that I found, from the annals of the Romans, the writings of the Holy Fathers, the annals of the Irish and the Saxons, and the traditions of our old men.’ Beginning at the Creation it proceeds through the history of early Britain to the Roman conquest and occupation of the island, thence to the struggle between the Britons and the Saxon invaders; after an interlude relating to the activities of Palladius and St. Patrick in Ireland comes a further instalment of the account of the British resistance to the Saxons, whose hero is Arthur, duke of Battles, who commanded the Britons in twelve engagements with the Saxons, culminating in a victory at an unidentified place called Mount Badon; this is followed by chapters on Ida, king of the Bernicians, and the genealogies of the royal families of Kent, East Anglia, Mercia and Deira; the work ends by returning to Ida and his successors, whose history it relates until the middle of the seventh century, interspersing its comment with fragments of information relating to British history. The Historia Brittonum is clearly a composite work of uneven historical value, and it has been a bone of contention among scholars for generations.1

1 A good account of Nennius and the problems associated with the so-called Historia Brittonum is L. Alcock, Arthur’s Britain; history and archaeology (London, 1971), esp. pp. 31–2.

Though much remains obscure there is now general agreement that Nennius’s Arthur, though not mentioned by Gildas, was a genuinely historical figure, and that the latter section of the Historia Brittonum, the so-called ‘Northern British History’, is a primary source for Northumbrian history in the sixth and seventh centuries. Its account of the first phase of the Saxon settlement is of more dubious value; its central character is the British ruler Vortigern, whose conflicts with his domestic enemies St. Germanus and Ambrosius Aurelianus and whose dealings with the Saxons are described in a manner which combines the probable, the possible and the fabulous in proportions which so far have defied the skill of any editor to disentangle. The Historia Brittonum cannot be ignored but its statements cannot be accepted unless they receive independent corroboration. Another late compilation, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, although not begun until the last decade of the ninth century, incorporates much early material and is particularly important because it preserves the English tradition of the manner in which the kingdoms of Kent, Sussex and Wessex were founded. It gives a date for every event it records, but there are no grounds for assuming that the early dates are anything better than guesswork.

These are meagre materials from which to write history, but they can be powerfully reinforced by evidence derived from archaeology and place names.

According to Gildas the departure of the legions was followed by a period of devastation, anarchy, and famine which ended with a fruitless appeal for help to Aetius, ‘thrice consul’, the Roman commanding general in Gaul. Forced then to recognize that salvation depended on their own efforts the Britons fought the invaders more successfully: the attacks of Picts and Scots became less frequent, and the Britons felt secure enough to indulge in civil wars. This was a time of material prosperity but of moral corruption, when ‘kings were chosen for their exceptional cruelty and shortly after murdered by their anointers’. It ended when Britain, weakened by civil war and plague, was threatened by renewed Pictish attack, and ‘all the councillors together with the proud tyrant who at that time exercised chief authority in the island’ invited Saxons to assist in the defence.

Three shiploads of Saxons were given lands in eastern Britain in return for their military assistance and these were soon followed by others who agreed to fight for their hosts on similar terms. The Saxons were soon so numerous as to terrify the natives who had invited them to settle. They entered into a confederacy with the Picts whom they were supposed to fight and they demanded more pay, threatening to devastate all the island unless their demands were met. Finally they revolted and ‘the fire lit by the hands of the pagans… continued its burning course from the eastern to the western sea, without any opposition, and covered almost the whole surface of the doomed isle’. Many Britons were butchered, others were reduced to slavery, some fled overseas; others, ‘remaining in their own country, led a miserable life with fearful and anxious hearts among the mountains, woods and steep rocks’. But this catastrophe was followed by a second British revival and the return of some, at least, of the mercenaries to their own country. Led by a Roman aristocrat, Ambrosius Aurelianus, the Britons succeeded in repelling their enemies. For some years afterwards the fortunes of war fluctuated until at the siege of Mons Badonicus the Britons won a great victory. There followed a period of more than forty years which extended until the time when Gildas wrote his tract. It was characterized by respite from war against the invaders but disturbed by the civil wars of contending kings. As the calamities of earlier years were forgotten and a ‘generation succeeded acquainted only with the present peaceful state of things, all the bonds of peace and justice were so shattered and overturned that except in a very few people not a memory of them was to be found’. Gildas named five kings who ruled in Britain in his day and had little good of them to record. He warned his fellow countrymen that unless they repented of their evil ways further disasters must follow.

Before considering the conflicts of opinion which the obscurity of Gildas has generated it may be advantageous to take note of evidence provided by other literary authorities and by archaeological discoveries.

The Life of St. Germanus of Auxerre by Constantius shows that the final withdrawal of Roman troops in 407 was not followed by catastrophes on the scale of those of 367 and 383. If there was at first some confusion it was shortlived and the Britons successfully maintained themselves against their enemies. The Theodosian reorganization of urban defence and the policy of Magnus Maximus in strengthening the ties of friendship with the British kingdoms beyond the Wall and establishing British kingdoms in the west proved their value. The Byzantine historian Zosimus, who wrote in about 500, but is thought to have derived his material from an earlier writer, confirms that the people of Britain by their own efforts freed themselves from the attack of the barbarians. Though the danger from Picts and Saxons remained ever-present the Scottic raids from Ireland gradually ceased in the second quarter of the fifth century. The spread of Christianity in Ireland after the successful mission of St. Patrick transformed the old hostility between the inhabitants of Celtic Britain and those of Ireland into a close and friendly relationship both cultural and economic. When, shortly after the middle of the century, Scots from the northern Irish kingdom of Dalriada looked overseas for settlement they colonized the district of Argyll in Scotland, which also became known as the kingdom of Dalriada and was to enjoy a great future.

The Life shows that within Britain the conflict between the Romanizing and the insular parties continued for as long as the prospect of a resumption of direct Roman rule could be entertained. It was further embittered by the spread of the Pelagian heresy among those of the ruling classes who were hostile to Rome. Contact with Roman Gaul and particularly with the Gaulish Church was for long maintained. In answer to a British appeal for help in combating Pelagianism a council of Gallic bishops in 429 despatched Germanus, bishop of Auxerre, and Lupus, bishop of Troyes. It seems that there was at that time no field army in Britain but the fact that Germanus met on this visit ‘a man of tribunician power’ suggests that Roman type garrison commanders were still to be found. The bishops triumphed in more than the business which they had been sent to accomplish. After a successful preaching tour followed by a great assembly in which the Catholic bishops confounded their Pelagian adversaries Germanus, who had formerly been a Roman general, led the British forces to a great victory over an army of Picts and Saxons. It is probable that Germanus paid a second visit to Britain in 446–7 accompanied by Severus bishop of Trier. At this time the Britons were still holding out against barbarian attack but on this visit the representative of local authority whom Germanus met was a certain Elaphius, described simply as ‘the first man of the district’.

Though Honorius in 410 had written to the city-states of Britain, Gildas tells of wars between kings and mentioned ‘the proud tyrant’ who invited Saxon federates to settle in Britain. Place names and the genealogies of native dynasties preserved in some Lives of saints and medieval Welsh compilations amply confirm that, particularly in the west and north, the government of the civitates by groups of magistrates was replaced by the rule of kings. Of those kings Vortigern, forerunner of the ruling dynasty of Powys, is the best authenticated. He was the dominant figure in Britain between about 425 and 450, the leader of the party hostile to Rome and in religion a Pelagian hostile to Germanus. Since he was powerful enough to transfer Cunedda, king of the Votadini, and his people from their lands north of Hadrian’s Wall to north Wales, with the object of expelling an Irish colony which had established itself there, he must have exercised authority over a wide area. He probably, though this is not certain, established Saxon troops in eastern England to assist in repelling the Picts. Constantius made no mention of Vortigern by name, but his account of the mission of Germanus leaves little doubt about Vortigern’s role in the story and both confirms and adds substance to the scanty outline of events provided by Gildas.

The impression of a gradual deterioration of civil and military institutions which the Life conveys finds confirmation in numismatic and archaeological evidence suggestive of a parallel decline in the level of economic and social life. From before the end of the fourth century the amount of money in circulation was decreasing and after 407 no new coins came into circulation. Existing coins continued to be used for a time but by 430 barter had universally taken the place of coinage as a medium of exchange. Some of the large pottery factories which had survived the troubles of 367–368 continued to produce wares for another forty or fifty years but mass-produced pottery gradually disappeared and its place was taken by handmade wares or by utensils of metal and glass for the wealthy or of wood and leather for the poor.

A few instances of the destruction of villas by marauding bands, as at Wraxall in Wiltshire, are well-evidenced but until at least as late as the end of the fourth century some owners, like those at Great Casterton in Rutland and Hucclecote in Gloucestershire, felt sufficient confidence in the future to lay new mosaic floors. St. Patrick’s father was a villa proprietor, living admittedly in the far west of Britain, who continued to cultivate his estate until about 430 despite periodic visitations from raiders. In general the villas decayed and went out of cultivation gradually. Their buildings betray a steady process of decline; a bath wing converted to a corn dryer or fires lit on the floor of a living-room. When labour could neither be kept nor replaced, and as the countryside became increasingly insecure, villa owners took refuge within the walled towns. Fields continued to be tilled only if their produce could be easily transported into the towns.

The fate of both villas and towns depended partly on their location, but almost everywhere towns sustained active life, though on a diminishing scale, well into the fifth century. Caistor-by-Norwich may have been deserted after a massacre, but other urban centres, such as Canterbury, continued to be occupied even after Germanic settlers had established themselves within the walls. At Verulamium excavation has traced the gradual decline of Romanized urban life, but even in the second half of the fifth century the aqueducts and fountains of the town still operated. In the central and western areas of England towns may have maintained themselves for many years. But the steady erosion of the level of economic activity was incompatible with the maintenance of genuinely urban activities. Even when no catastrophe intervened the towns everywhere stagnated, degenerating first into mere fortified centres protecting their surrounding territories, then gradually falling into ruins, inhabited by squatters rather than citizens. The conquering Germanic adventurers of the mid-fifth century came into contact with a civilization becoming steadily less sophisticated than that of a hundred years earlier.

It was also, in some respects, a different civilization. As Roman influence declined there was a revival of British craftmanship. Whereas at the turn of the century Christianity had been a minority cult confined to the upper class and urban population by the middle of the century it was firmly established.

Over much of Britain these changes were taking place, but archaeological evidence also points firmly to the view that Germanic settlement had begun earlier and extended over a considerably wider area than any literary sources indicate. Examination of the pottery in cemeteries in Yorkshire, Lincolnshire and East Anglia has revealed the existence of a substantial quantity of Roman pottery decorated according to Saxon taste and datable to the fourth century.1 It must have been produced to satisfy the needs of people living in this area in the fourth century who liked their pottery decorated in barbaric fashion and for whom it was worth-while for commercial manufacturers to turn out a special line. Excavation of a great cemetery just outside Caistor-by-Norwich has produced the earliest types of Anglian pottery to be found in England and this suggests a settlement of Angles direct from Schleswig, which began before the end of the fourth century and is interpreted as evidence of considerable settlement of federate type, designed and permitted to assist in guarding the cantonal town, its provincial governors and its provincial treasury against the dangers of the time. There was nothing new in using barbarian troops to defend Roman frontiers: after the defeat of the attack of 367 a German chieftain, Fraomar, was sent to England to command a detachment of Alemanni from the middle Rhine which was serving somewhere in Britain. This may not have been an isolated instance of the use of German troops and it is possible that in late Roman times the garrisons of the east coast forts were largely Germanic in composition. If so, the distinctive type of Roman pottery with Saxon decoration may also have been manufactured to accord to the tastes of the Germanic federates. Another hypothesis has been advanced as a result of excavations carried out at Caistor-on-Sea and at Burgh Castle, just across the estuary from Caistor.1 Whereas the fort at Burgh Castle yielded only ten of these distinctively Romano-Saxon pots the civilan seaport of Caistor produced fragments of more than sixty such pots. The inference made from these discoveries is that the demand for this pottery came primarily from the civilian population and that the population of Caistor-on-Sea and probably of other eastern ports already contained a considerable Germanic element in the late fourth and early fifth centuries.

1 J. N. L. Myres, Anglo-Saxon Pottery and the Settlement of England (Oxford, 1969) ch. 5.

1 C. Green, Sutton Hoo; The Excavation of a Royal Ship Burial (London, 1963) pp. 117–18.

Although most of the evidence for such settlement in England at an early date in the fifth century comes from East Anglia, it is not limited to that region. A large early cremation cemetery has been found on the marshy ground just outside the gates of the legionary fortress of York. Here, as at Caistor-by-Norwich, it is at least plausible that the earliest settlers were mercenaries introduced either by the Romans or by the Britons to provide protection against Pictish attack. Early cemeteries in Surrey, at Mitcham, Croydon, and Beddington, may well represent settlements established to protect the southern approaches to London. So much evidence of early Saxon settlement on the east coast has accumulated that the meaning of the term ‘Saxon Shore’ has itself been questioned. It was for long assumed that the Saxon shore was so called because it was subject to Saxon attack and that the business of the count of the Saxon Shore and the coastal forts extending from the Wash to the Isle of Wight was to repel Saxon incursions. It has recently been suggested that the Saxon Shore was so designated because it was an area of Saxon settlement.1 This historical revision has not found general acceptance, but that it could be formulated is an indication of the strength of the evidence for the Germanic occupation of much of eastern England in late Roman times. Nor is evidence lacking that federates might be stationed in inland areas. Historians were for long puzzled by the evidence pointing to a very early date for the first Germanic settlements in the Oxford region; it was difficult to see how they could have established themselves in central England and by what route they had arrived there. It seems possible that they indicate the establishment of barbarian troops, probably Franks, to protect the eastern approaches to the Cotswolds, the most prosperous region of late Roman Britain.

1 A. D. White, Litus Saxonicum (Wisconsin, 1961).


2 The Problem of Gildas

Sufficient has been said to demonstrate that the story told by Gildas is deficient in two major respects; his account of Britain in the four decades after the departure of the legions is very general and brief, and since he gives no indication of the degree of Germanic settlement in Britain which had taken place, largely under official sponsorship, in the late Roman and sub-Roman periods, he gives the impression that the settlement of mercenaries by ‘the proud tyrant’ marked a turning point in British affairs to which a definite date might be assigned.

More controversially, some historians think that Gildas allows an impossibly short time for the events which he thought to have intervened between the failure of the appeal to Aetius and the arrival of the Saxons.2 He said that the Britons appealed for help to the magister militum of Gaul, Aetius, described as ‘thrice consul’. Aetius became consul for the third time in 446 and for the fourth time in 454. The appeal of the Britons must therefore be assigned to within these years. Thereafter, Gildas alleged, the Britons rallied, fought the Picts and Scots successfully, enjoyed a period of prosperity, made and unmade kings, and fell into moral degeneracy. Learning that Picts and Scots were planning a further assault, and with Britain weakened by plague, the proud tyrant invoked Saxon aid. Gildas gave no indication as to the span of years which elapsed between the unanswered appeal to Aetius and the enlistment of the Saxon mercenaries. But if the first of these events occurred in 446 at earliest and was followed by a British recovery and some years of prosperity the arrival of the Saxons and the subsequent rebellion could hardly have occurred until well into the second half of the fifth century. So late a date is incompatible with such other, admittedly fragmentary and dubious, literary evidence as exists, with later Anglo-Saxon traditions concerning the date of their settlement, and with the archaeological evidence already cited. An anonymous Gallic Chronicle under the year 442 states, ‘Britain long troubled by various happenings and disasters passed under the authority of the Saxons’. This entry appears to record a decisive transfer of power to the Saxons rather than their first arrival; even if it was a record of their arrival it would still be too early to reconcile with Gildas. Anglo-Saxon tradition, retailed by Bede and supported by the Kentish king lists in the ‘A’ version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, was of a settlement in the middle of the fifth century; the Chronicle records the establishment of the kingdom of Kent by Hengest, his brother Horsa and his son Aesc between 449 and 473. These facts suggest that the Saxon mercenaries were first settled in Britain some years before 446.

2 C. E. Stevens, ‘Gildas Sapiens’, E(nglish) H(istorical) R(eview), LVI (1941), remains indispensable for the discussion of this problem.

To resolve this dilemma it has been suggested that Gildas misplaced and misinterpreted the appeal to Aetius in his narrative. It is common ground that Gildas’s knowledge of events remote from his own time was exiguous; a man who thought that both the Hadrianic and the Antonine Walls were built by Magnus Maximus could well be ignorant both of the date of Aetius’s third consulship and of the circumstances in which the appeal to him was made. If the period of prosperity assigned by Gildas to the period after the failure of the appeal to Aetius is assigned instead to the years between 410 and 442 (and it is agreed that these were, comparatively at least, prosperous years) before the appeal, then his account would fall into line with other evidence; no further adjustment would be required to the later part of the story, of which Gildas had firsthand knowledge. It is argued that the sub-Roman decades witnessed a successful military defence of Britain against Pictish attack achieved by kings at the expense of a gradual running down of the machinery of Roman civil administration and the general standard of culture. Faced by the threat of renewed Pictish attack and fearful of Roman intervention from Gaul, King Vortigern invited Saxon federates to settle in eastern England among other Germanic inhabitants who could well have been established there for many years; a date about 430 has been suggested for this. The new arrivals received allowances and the promise of lands. They were speedily reinforced by others of their race, attracted by the wealth of Britain. Then, when what they regarded as adequate grants were not made to them they revolted against their paymasters and overran large areas of Britain (in about 441–442). Vortigern’s policy had proved disastrous, but the Romanizing party still hoped for assistance from the Continent and some time between 446 and 454 they appealed for help to Aetius, the Roman commander in Gaul. ‘The barbarians drive us into the sea, the sea throws us back on the barbarians and so two modes of death await us, we are either slain or drowned. ‘The appeal was unanswered and henceforth the Britons knew that they must fight alone. Initial disaster was followed by recovery. Under Ambrosius Aurelianus, a man ‘born in the purple’, the leader of the pro-Roman party, the Saxons were checked. His successor Arthur, after protracted campaigning during which twelve battles were fought, in about the year 500, won an important victory at Mount Badon which confined the Saxons to the areas of their early settlement in the east. For more than forty years after the victory Britain enjoyed prosperity and peace, blemished by that moral backsliding and corruption which for Gildas inevitably attended any improvement in the material conditions of life.

Revision of Gildas on these lines is plausible and on many grounds attractive, but it does not command universal acceptance. A natural reluctance to countenance the drastic surgery of excising an episode from one part of the body of a major source of information and transplanting it elsewhere, with the consequent transformation of its proportions, is reinforced by the suspicion that it may be unnecessary. In so far as Gildas wrote history at all his theme was the ‘fall and conquest’ of Britain, not the history of sub-Roman Britain. A longer preface to that part of the story covering the years after 410 might commend itself to posterity; Gildas may well have known that the years after 410 were comparatively prosperous and that there had long been a Germanic element in the population of eastern England—but these things were irrelevant to his purpose. Until then, as the Life of Germanus testifies, there were still vestiges of Roman administration and civilization in Britain; more than the withdrawal of troops in 407, or the expulsion of Constantine III’s administrators in 410, the failure of Aetius in 446 to respond to a desperate cry for help marked the end of the long pretence that Britain was still Roman. In retrospect this failure could be seen as a dividing line between a time when Germans settled in England as federates and the time when they established themselves as conquerors. The appeal to Aetius was so critical an episode in the story that Gildas was concerned to write that to alter its position in the narrative requires powerful justification.

Such justification would be removed if it were possible to refute the claim that an unrevised Gildas assigns too many happenings to the years between the appeal and the battle of Mount Badon. Some historians believe that this can be done.1 They point out that the difficulty of accommodating a period of prosperity between the appeal of 446 and the arrival of the Saxon mercenaries derives entirely from Bede’s attribution of the year 449 to the arrival of Hengest; from Bede it was adopted by the compilers of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, and from both authorities by most later writers. But there is in Gildas no indication of the time which elapsed between the two events; Bede’s date was no more than an unjustified inference from Gildas and has no independent authority. There is, in fact, no compelling reason to believe that the Saxon mercenaries arrived until a decade or more after the appeal to Aetius. It is, moreover, unjustifiable to buttress the traditional date of reference to the strength of an Anglo-Saxon tradition that postulates a mid-fifth-century date for the ‘coming’ of the Saxons. The annals of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle to which appeal is made are not concerned to describe the coming of the Saxons but to record events which led to the establishment of kingdoms in south-east England. They begin with entries relating to battles fought by Hengest, Horsa, and Aesc between 449 and 473, continue with a series of entries relating to battles fought by Aelle and his three sons and continue further with the relations of battles fought by Cerdic and Cynric. This series of entries is not meant to imply the consecutive conquest of Kent, Sussex, and Wessex but the establishment of the three kingdoms at a period which can only be broadly dated in the later years of the fifth century. It may be significant that though the Chronicle claims Aesc to be the son of Hengest, who according to Bede was the ancestor of the ruling dynasty of Kent, Kentish dynastic tradition makes no such connection but derives the name of the ruling family directly from Aesc who, according to the Chronicle, became king in Kent in 488. Between the unanswered appeal to Aetius and the establishment of the kingdoms of southern England something like forty years may have elapsed. This would allow time for victory over the Picts followed by a period of prosperity, a new threat countered by the recruitment of Saxon mercenaries and their rebellion, which was in turn followed by a period of uneasy equilibrium between the Britons under Ambrosius Aurelianus and Saxon adventurers led by men like Hengest who sought setlement in Britain.

1 Recently, D. P. Kirby, The Making of Early England (London, 1967.), pp. 16–17, though he considers the available evidence to be too inconclusive to support a final judgment.

The Chronicle record of an unbroken succession of Saxon victories is naturally one-sided, for no people deliberately keeps alive memories of defeat, and Gildas makes plain that the struggle was evenly matched. Fighting was mostly confined to the eastern part of Britain and though that part could never be entirely delivered from the invaders Arthur’s victory at Mount Badon put a period to further expansion. By that time the whole of south-eastern and eastern England had definitely pased under Saxon rule. Events in Gaul could explain the intensification of Saxon pressure in the later years of the century. For decades Saxon warriors had been moving southwards into Frisia, Britain, and northern Gaul, where they settled on the coast near Boulogne and Bayeux. In 463 a body of Saxons under their king Eadwacer occupied Angers but were quickly driven out. But the development of Frankish power in Gaul thereafter barred further Saxon expansion southwards and encouraged them to seek compensation in Britain.

Acceptance of an unrevised Gildas implies that the Anglo-Saxon conquest, as opposed to Anglo-Saxon settlement, did not begin until well into the third quarter of the fifth century. In the present state of the evidence, which forbids dogmatism, the balance of argument appears to favour those scholars who believe that at the time of the British appeal to Aetius a substantial part of eastern Britain had already been forcibly occupied by Saxon warriors.

One instance of the way in which Bede embellished his model, by the attribution of a date to the arrival of the Saxon mercenaries, has already been discussed. In similar vein he gave to the British king who invited the Saxons to Britain, vaguely designated by Gildas as the ‘proud tyrant’, the name Vortigern; this attribution is confirmed by independent evidence. More important, he first followed Gildas in assigning their settlement to the eastern part of Britain; then, almost in parenthesis, he added, ‘their first leaders are said to have been Hengest and Horsa. Horsa was afterwards killed in battle by the Britons, and in the eastern part of Kent there is still a monument bearing his name’. It has been asserted that this famous passage, to be found in the chapter which assigns Vortigern’s invitation to the year 449, by identifying the first Saxon leaders as Hengest and Horsa, associating Horsa with Kent and attributing that event to a specific year, has substantially contributed to the firmly held but unhistorical tradition of the arrival of the Saxons in Britain, giving to it a quite unreal precision as to both date and location. By describing Hengest and Horsa as the first leaders of the Saxons it hindered the acceptance of the fact that Germanic elements had been long settled in Britain by the middle of the fifth century and by associating Horsa with Kent it gave to the south-east a unique importance which it did not possess, ignoring the likelihood that federates introduced to fight the Picts would be established in some more northerly area of the east coast.

There is justice in the criticism, but it is easy to see how Bede could have been misled. Better informed than Gildas in that he knew that the third consulship of Aetius began in 446, his instinct for chronological precision led him to date Vortigern’s invitation to the Saxons a few years later, while from Albinus he had learned the Kentish tradition about Hengest. As we have seen, Gildas probably misplaced the appeal to Aetius in his narrative and in consequence Bede, following Gildas, dated Vortigern’s invitation to the Saxons which probably occurred in about 430, twenty years too late. There is good reason to believe in the historicity of Hengest who may well have arrived in Kent in about the middle of the fifth century; but it is clear that he was by no means the first Saxon leader, and the Kentish may not have been the most important foothold that the Saxons acquired in these years. The story of Hengest was only an episode in a prolonged drama enacted along the whole eastern seaboard of Britain; its importance should not be exaggerated. Yet having said so much, the last word rests with Bede. He repeated Gildas’s general statement that the first Saxons were settled in the eastern part of the island; the subsequent details which have been criticized are prefaced by the cautionary phrase, ‘it is said that’; later historians have tended to ignore Bede’s own caveat.


3 The Continental Homelands of the Invaders and their Settlement Areas in England

During the fifth century the continental enemies of Britain were described simply as the ‘Saxons’; this usage was practised both by Roman writers and by Gildas. In the sixth century the Byzantine historian Procopius was, by implication, more specific when he remarked that the population of Britain consisted of three races, Angles, Frisians and Britons. Bede, in a section of his Ecclesiastical History which owes nothing to Gildas, was yet more precise; his careful definition of the peoples who invaded Britain together with the regions from which they derived and the regions of England in which they settled has necessarily formed the basis of all subsequent investigation of this matter. They came, he said,

from three very powerful nations of the Germans, namely the Saxons, the Angles and the Jutes. From the stock of the Jutes are the people of Kent and the Victuarii, that is, the race which holds the Isle of Wight and that which in the province of the West-Saxons situated opposite that same Isle of Wight is to be called the nation of the Jutes. From the Saxons, that is from the region which is now called the land of the Old Saxons, came the East Saxons, the South Saxons and the West Saxons. Further, from the Angles, that is from the country which is called Angulus (Angeln in Schleswig) between the Jutes and the Saxons, are sprung the East Angles, the Middle Angles, the Mercians, the whole race of the Northumbrians,—that is, those people who live north of the river Humber—and the other peoples of the Angles.


Bede was almost certainly correct in locating the home of the Angles in modern Schleswig; his intimate acquaintance with members of the Northumbrian royal family put him in a good position to acquire knowledge of Anglian traditions current in his own time and his observations on this point receive substantial independent corroboration. In the first century Tacitus mentioned the Angles as one of seven small tribes who worshipped the goddess Nertha at an island sanctuary; they were a seaboard people though whether their sanctuary was located in the North Sea or the Baltic Sea he did not make clear. Ptolemy in the second century described them as an inland people inhabiting lands west of the Elbe, but his evidence is outweighed by the tradition preserved in the Old English poem Widsith that Offa, king of Angeln, established the boundary of his kingdom on the river Fifeldor (thought to be the river Eider) and by King Alfred’s statement in the preface to his translation of Orosius that ‘before they came to this land’ the Angles lived on the islands east of the Jutland peninsula. Bede’s assertion that the Anglian migration to England had been so heavy that even in his time Angeln was empty of people, finds a measure of support from recent archaeological work which has demonstrated that in this area which had been densely populated in the third and fourth centuries the number of cemeteries declined markedly in the fifth century.

The Saxons were not mentioned by Tacitus but Ptolemy located them in modern Holstein, south and west of the territory of the Angles, in part of the area where Tacitus had placed the Chauci. The Chauci had occupied the coastal region from the Elbe to the Ems: they were probably a combination of many small tribes who lacked political unity but shared the same culture. By the third century the Chauci had disappeared and the Saxons, spreading southwards, then occupied the territory from the mouth of the river Eider to the mouth of the river Weser and its hinterland. Like the Chauci, and later the Franks, the Saxons were slow to acquire political unity and even in the eighth century the Old Saxons were ruled by many tribal chiefs and submitted to a single war-leader only temporarily, in time of war. The Saxons who settled in England remained well aware of their affinity with the continental Saxons who retained their identity until their subjugation by Charlemagne in the eighth century. The Saxon lands were heavily populated and from the third century onwards their inhabitants supplemented their resources from the proceeds of piracy at the expense of the provincials of Gaul and Britain.

West of the Weser and extending as far as the Zuyder Zee Ptolemy placed the Frisians, mentioned by Procopius as one of the peoples who had inhabited Britain, but ignored by Bede. Once again archaeological discoveries have supplemented the deficiencies of the literary sources. The Frisian coastland was a marshy area for long sparsely inhabited by a people who built their houses on terpen, artificially raised mounds which provided protection against flooding. Excavation of the terpen has revealed that in the first half of the fifth century Frisia experienced a large-scale migration of Saxons; geographical conditions compelled the newcomers to build mounds for their dwelling-places and the civilization they reveal contrasts markedly with that of the native Frisians. But though the migration of Saxons southwards into Frisia occurred on a significant scale the capacity of the terpen to accommodate new settlers could not go on indefinitely and further southward expansion was barred by the also expanding Frankish tribes. If land hunger was to be satisfied it could only be achieved by taking to the sea and crossing to Britain. The role attributed to the Frisians by Procopius is explicable by reference both to the Saxon migration into Frisia and the likelihood that whatever their original provenance many of those who settled in Britain in the fifth and sixth centuries came immediately from Frisia. For many of the stock of the original Anglian and Saxon lands Frisia was no more than an intermediate habitation before their descendants moved on again, to Britain. Of others it can safely be said that whether by origin Angle or Saxon it was very likely that they would arrive in Britain after a landfall of indeterminate duration on the Frisian coast: sailing in small open boats without sails and navigational aids the adventurers would seek to make their North Sea crossing as short as possible and so would hug the land until this was achieved. According to the poem Beowulf a Danish leader named Hengest fought in Frisia; if this Hengest were the man connected with the settlement of mercenaries in Kent (and no other Hengest is known) he would exemplify this kind of migration. Among the earliest leaders of the Germanic settlers in Northumbria, according to Nennius, were a son and nephew of Hengest. The grave goods of the earliest cemeteries in Northumbria are remarkably similar to those found in Frisian cemeteries; this coincidence offers further confirmation of the suggestion that after their migration from Schleswig some of the Angles, at any rate, moved into Frisia before moving on again to settle in Britain. The connection between Frisia and England is rendered certain by the linguistic similarities which, though common to both English and Frisian, distinguished them from both German and Scandinavian languages. It has been said with authority that ‘English and Frisian are collateral branches of a common linguistic stock, and there can be little doubt that the differences between the later forms of the two languages arose after the period of the English migration to Britain’.1

1 F. M. Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England (3rd edn, Oxford, 1971), p. 6.

This account of the homelands of the Angles and Saxons reveals that in the centuries prior to their descent on Britain the tribes of north-west Germany were continuously on the move; such movements probably contributed to the diminution of racial distinctions among them. For this reason Bede’s statement that each race settled in particular regions of Britain requires modification, thought it had a sound historical basis and an element of contemporary reality. It has been demonstrated that cruciform brooches are characteristic of the Anglian area of England and that saucer brooches characterize the Saxon area and that both types can be found in the continental homelands of the immigrants in the areas attributed by Bede to the Angles and Saxons respectively. Even so, this evidence itself argues strongly against any rigid demarcation of the boundaries of early settlement on racial lines, for though cruciform brooches predominate in the area north of the Wash they are not unusual in the southern area; conversely, early ‘Saxon’ brooches have been found in districts which later appear as distinctively Anglian, notably in the Cambridge area. Since the linguistic peculiarities which characterize later Saxon and Anglian dialects cannot be observed until long after the migration period had ended they cannot be used as evidence of different racial origins; it is generally agreed that they were the product of political and geographical differences within England itself. Nor have attempts to designate some personal names as distinctively Anglian and others as distinctively Saxon met with approval. Indeed, it could be urged that the distinction Bede made between the Angles and the Saxons in the extract quoted from just one chapter of the Ecclesiastical History is not typical of his thinking. In general he used Angle and Saxon as terms which could be used interchangeably, as when he wrote of ‘the tribe of Angles or Saxons’ who were invited to Britain by Vortigern. If there ever had been substance in the notion of an Anglian Northumbria Bede’s near contemporaries took a perverse delight in standing it on its head by describing Northumbria as Saxonia, as did abbot Adomnan of Iona and Bede’s own abbot Hwaetbert. It seems probable that the differences between the Angles and the Saxons had been diminishing for many years before the conquest and that the circumstances of a seaborne migration further reduced them.

The first racial group mentioned by Bede was the Jutes, said by him to have colonized Kent, the Isle of Wight and southern Hampshire; they present the greatest difficulty to the historian.1 Bede’s assertion that they were the northern neighbours of the Angles would place them in the Jutland peninsula, but until recently few contemporary scholars would have accepted his attribution. The name Jutland is derived not from Jutae but from the Scandinavian Jótar, who occupied this region after it had been vacated by its previous inhabitants. Nor do the burial customs of the Jutes suggest Jutland as their home. Cremation was chiefly practised by Germanic tribes remote from Roman influence. It rapidly became obsolete among the Saxons but was very common among the earliest Anglian invaders, and might have been expected to be still more usual among the Jutes—yet cremation cemeteries are almost unknown in fifth-century Kent. Conversely, such literary references as there are to the Jutes point to their association with the Saxons rather than to the Angles. Yet while the field systems of Kent contrast strikingly with the field systems of both the so-called Anglian and the Saxon areas they bear a close resemblance to the field patterns of the Ripuarian Franks of the middle Rhine and the study of early Kentish grave goods, particularly from female graves, has revealed their close resemblance to the contents of continental Frankish graves. From these facts the conclusions have been drawn that wherever their original homeland may have been the Jutes’ route to Britain was by way of the middle Rhine, that by the time of their arrival they were indistinguishable from Franks, and that their settlement in Kent was a byproduct of the more important Frankish expansion into Gaul. That Kent was Frankish finds support in a letter of Pope Gregory I (590–604) to the Frankish kings Theuderic and Theudeberht in which he refers to the kentings as ‘your subjects’.

1 Of the considerable literature devoted to this problem among the most important contributions are, J. E. A. Jollifte, Pre-Fuedal England: The Jutes (Oxford, 1933); C. F. C. Hawkes, ‘The Jutes of Kent’, Dark Age Britain, ed. D. B. Harden (London, 1956); S. C. Hawkes, ‘Early-Saxon Kent’, Archaeological Journal, CXXVI (1941); Myres, op. cit. ch. 6.

Some scholars, principally archaeologists, while accepting the argument in its general lines, have been influenced by the diversity of cultures which they find in Kent to suggest modifications to it. They have argued that in Kent there is early evidence of at least two principal cultures and some minor groups. One of these cultures is represented by settlements in the northern coastal area and resembles other Anglo-Saxon settlements of the early period; the other is characterized by the strong Frankish affinities which have already been mentioned and reveals in its metal work and jewellery techniques more advanced and a level of artistic achievement far higher than those of the fifth-century Angles and Saxons. Since the Frankish goods found in Kent reflect styles and techniques which had become obsolete in Gaul by the beginning of the sixth century there is no reason to argue that they antedate the artefacts of the poorer Anglo-Saxon culture. They suggest accordingly that the preponderant element in the population of fifth-century Kent consisted of Franks, mercenaries or immigrants to Britain, who had arrived before the Roman military strength in Gaul had collapsed; but that Jutes and Saxons settled in smaller numbers at about the same time after having crossed the North Sea from Frisia in the manner ascribed to many others of the Angles and Saxons. Though the culture of Kent was of diverse origins its inhabitants were described as Jutes because the ruling dynasty of Aesc, which had established itself before the end of the fifth century, was of Jutish-Saxon stock. Other archaeologists, while accepting a Frankish predominance in Kent, are disposed to believe that it did not occur until the sixth century and suggest that the settlers came rather from the lower than the middle Rhine area.

It may fairly be remarked that if Kent was settled by Franks it is odd that though Augustine’s Gaulish interpreters could make themselves understood in Kent the language of Kent bears no traces of having been influenced by the language spoken by the Franks. Though the cultural resemblances between the Ripuarian Franks and the kentings are striking they are no more remarkable than the similarities between kentings and East Anglians who were certainly not Franks. Nor is there any early tradition of Frankish settlement in Kent. The claim of Frankish kings to exercise some degree of authority in Britain cannot be traced further back than the late sixth century and for it two alternative explanations have been offered, neither of which has its basis in conditions during the migration period. It has been suggested that the subjection, in the middle of the sixth century, of the Euthiones, a Jutish people living on the northern frontier of the Franks, gave rise to claims by later Frankish kings to authority over all the Jutes, including those in Kent. Alternatively, an explanation offered by Procopius may be preferred; testifying to the annual migration of the inhabitants of Britain to Gaul he commented that ‘by these means they [the Franks] are winning over the island’.

The problem of the Jutes is far from resolution, but recently the greatest living expert on Anglo-Saxon pottery has concluded a rigorous examination of the available material by declaring that the closest parallels to the pottery of Kent come from Jutland.1 In the face of such evidence it would appear unwise to reject out of hand Bede’s categoric assertion that the Jutes came thence. It can plausibly be argued that Jutland was the original home of the Jutes, that, like other northern peoples and often intermingled with them, they migrated southwards, that some of them settled on the lands bordering the Franks; and that others, whether directly or by way of Frisia, settled in south-east England, where their leaders established themselves as rulers of all the racially mixed peoples who at that time inhabited Kent.

1 My res, op cit., p. 95.

Bede’s further remarks about the kentings, whether or not they should properly be called Jutes, namely, that they colonized the southern shores of Hampshire and the Isle of Wight, though at first sight improbable, are certainly true. West of Pevensey as far as Selsey Bill the kingdom of Sussex was early established, but further west the grave finds provide abundant evidence of secondary settlement from Kent. In the ninth century Bishop Asser, the biographer of King Alfred, recorded that Alfred’s maternal grandfather was of Jutish origin, descended from Stuf and Wihtgar. He describes these two men, who figure prominently in the early history of Wessex, as nephews of Cerdic, traditionally the founder of the West Saxon royal dynasty. Cerdic and his men were Saxons; that his nephews were Jutes may be yet another pointer to the affinity between ‘Jutes’ and Saxons. As late as the twelfth century the reference of Florence of Worcester to the New Forest, ‘which in the tongue of the English is called Ytene’ (Jutish), reveals the vitality of the memory that southern Hampshire was settled by this elusive people.

In general it appears that Bede’s account of the various races who settled in England is validly based but that he made the distinctions between them, and between the regions of England in which they settled, sharper than they were. Like Gildas he ignored the evidence of heavy Germanic settlement in England before the departure of the Romans.

Bede described the settlement areas of the English in terms applicable to his own day, although in the late fifth century Mercia, Wessex, and Northumbria were terms without meaning; for this reason his remarks on that topic, though incidentally illuminating, are less helpful to the student of the earliest period of the migration than is his account of the origins of the invaders. In the present state of knoweldge it is impossible to achieve precision, but the best evidence for determining the extent and density of early Germanic settlement is provided by cemeteries and place names. The pagan Anglo-Saxons commonly cremated their dead in shallow graves unmarked by mounds or commemorative stones. Large numbers of such burials have been recorded, almost all of them in the eastern and southern parts of the lowland zone of Britain. No sites have been found to the north of the Yorkshire wolds and none west of the Pennines, while penetration of central England appears to have been almost confined to the river valleys. The greatest concentration of burials is to be found in Kent, southern Sussex, the Oxford region, along the upper and middle reaches of the rivers that run into the Wash, in the valley of the upper Trent, and the east Riding of Yorkshire; but they have been mapped in smaller numbers in most of the area east and south of a line drawn from York to Portland except in areas known to have been marshy or heavily forested. Some of these early cemeteries reveal an intense Germanic female culture which argues heavy settlement, not only of warriors but also of their womenfolk.

Place name scholars were, until recently satisfied that the archaeological evidence found confirmation in place names. It was thought that one group of place names with the Old English ending -ingas was of indubitably early date.1 Sometimes this ending is found compounded with a first element denoting a natural feature, as in Epping, ‘dwellers in the upland’ and Avening, ‘dwellers by the Avon’; this usage, to denote the settlers in a particular region, continued to be practised late in the Anglo-Saxon period and therefore such names cannot be used as evidence of early settlement though some of them may well date from the invasion period. But some -ingas terminations are prefixed by personal names of such great antiquity that they had gone out of use before written records were kept; of this type are Hastings, ‘the descendants or dependants of Haesta’, Cannings, ‘the people of Cana’, and Reading, ‘the people of Raeda’. They were originally folk names which, when the folk concerned had settled in a particular place, became place names. They were held to reflect the social organization typical of the migration period, antedating the establishment of kingdoms, when the typical social unit was the band of a war-leader. Where such concentrations of place names are found, not only in particular concentrations as in Sussex, Kent, Essex and East Anglia, but in lesser numbers almost everywhere in south and east England, they were deemed to be evidence of early settlement. The suggestion has, however, been made that these -ingas names should be assigned to a later phase of Anglo-Saxon history, to the time of territorial expansion and social consolidation.1 Yet, in general, this group of names corresponds well with the distribution of pagan cemeteries, although in some areas, notably the Oxford and Cambridge districts there are many cemeteries but comparatively few -ingas place names. This disparity of evidence has been explained on the hypothesis that early settlers in both these regions were particularly exposed in times when political and military fortunes fluctuated. British reoccupation of an area once settled by the invaders might terminate the use of their Germanic place names while leaving untouched the cemeteries in which they had cremated their dead. Conversely, both Essex and western Sussex are rich in -ingas names but apparently poor in cemeteries; it has been suggested that the peoples who settled in these areas never in England practised the ordinary Teutonic methods of burial, whether by cremation or inhumation, with weapons and other gear. Within this area of early settlement the density of Germanic population is attested by the virtual disappearance of all traces of pre-Saxon nomenclature. Only the large and medium sized rivers, Roman towns and major geographical features retain their Celtic names.

1 A. H. Smith, ‘Place names and the Anglo-Saxon settlement’, P(roceedings of the) B(ritish) A(cademy), XLII (1956).

1 By J. M. Dodgson, ‘The significance of the distribution of the English place-names in -ingas, inga in south-east England’. Medieval Archaeology, X (1966).

By the year 500 Germanic peoples were securely entrenched and in control of most of the coastal areas of south-east and eastern England and had penetrated far inland up some of the rivers which run into the North Sea. They had occupied Kent, Sussex, and southern Hampshire; Essex, East Anglia, Lindsey, and the east Riding of Yorkshire; and inland, the region of the upper Thames and the territory which lay between this area and the Cambridgeshire fens. Occasionally the migrating invaders may have been substantial tribal units but the -ingas place names suggest that often they were no more than small groups of people united for military and later for economic advantage in their dependence on a leader. The hesitancy of the conquest may have been due as much to the smallness and independence of the migrants as to the efficiency of British resistance. But Bede’s statement that Aelle, king of the south Saxons, who lived towards the end of the fifth century, was the first king to establish authority over all the English peoples south of the Humber, though not to be taken literally, suggests that at a quite early date the originally independent followings of minor leaders in southern Britain merged into a larger grouping under a distinguished warrior. Whether it had been formed in response to the aggressive initiatives of Arthur or in order to increase the offensive capabilities of the newcomers is not known; nor did Aelle’s confederacy survive, but the tendency for small groups to amalgamate was thus early exhibited.

In 550 the invaders were still confined within the territories they had occupied fifty years earlier; they may have endured some losses. The battle at Mount Badon had been a great British victory. When Gildas wrote most of Britain was still ruled by British kings, and prosperous, though the kings were constantly at war with one another. Procopius provides corroboration of some aspects of the picture of Britain in the mid-sixth century as painted by Gildas. After mentioning that the population of Britain comprised three peoples, Britons, Angles, and Frisians, he remarked that each race was so fertile that every year it sent large numbers of men, women, and children to the land of the Franks. It was long ago established that a substantial migration of Britons to Armorica (Brittany) began in the late fifth century and was renewed in the late sixth century; but it would be harder to believe that Angles and Frisians returned in large numbers to the Continent if it were not confirmed by a continental tradition, first recorded in the ninth century, that Angles from Britain were settled in Thuringia by the Frankish ruler Theuderich in the fourth decade of the sixth century. If Britons fled to escape the invaders the Germanic reverse migration is only explicable on the assumption that the British kingdoms were subsequently strong enough successfully to resist Saxon efforts to acquire further territory for settlement. The kings of Kent between Aesc and Aethelberht, and of Sussex after Aelle are no more than names; no West-Saxon advance out of Hampshire is recorded until 552.

But the Britons failed to take advantage of their reprieve. About the middle of the sixth century the Anglo-Saxon advance was resumed and made rapid headway against a disorganized opposition.
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