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PREFACE

Nearly twenty years ago I read to the Dublin Mediæval Society a paper entitled “Hengest and the Jutes”. Later, in conversation with colleagues, I discovered that nearly all my conclusions had been anticipated many years previously in lectures by the late Professor J. R. R. Tolkien, which I had not heard; it was therefore impossible for me to publish my paper. On my next visit to Tolkien, in 1966, I explained the situation to him; a few days later he wrote to me offering, with characteristic generosity, to hand over to me all his material on the story of Finn and Hengest, to make what use of it I wished. The material was in disorder, and when Tolkien died in 1973 he had still not sorted it out; eventually, through the kindness of Mr Christopher Tolkien, it came into my hands in 1979.

When I read Tolkien’s lectures it became obvious to me that I could never make use of his work in any work of my own: not only had he anticipated nearly all my ideas, but he had gone far beyond them in directions which I had never considered. On the other hand it seemed equally obvious that the lectures ought to be published, since they displayed to a high degree the unique blend of philological erudition and poetic imagination which distinguished Tolkien from other scholars. It was suggested to me that I should myself undertake the task of editing Tolkien’s lectures for publication. I did not find it easy to decide whether to accept or decline the invitation: on the one hand I foresaw the great difficulty of the undertaking; on the other hand I remembered that Tolkien himself had wished me to have the handling of his work. Eventually I agreed to undertake the task, and this book is the outcome of my efforts.

It is the custom in Oxford for the Rawlinson and Bosworth Professor of Anglo-Saxon to lecture regularly on Beowulf, and in the twenty years (1925–45) during which Tolkien occupied the Chair few years passed in which he did not deliver the expected lectures. Between 1928 and 1937 he also lectured six times specifically on the story of Finn and Hengest. The title of the lecture-course varied – “The ‘Fight at Finnesburg’ and the ‘Finn Episode’” (1928), “Finn and Hengest: the problem of the Episode in ‘Beowulf’ and the Fragment” (1930), “Finn and Hengest: the Fragment and the Episode (textual study, and reconstruction)” (1931), “The Fight at Finnesburg” (1934), “Finn and Hengest” (1935, 1937) – but no doubt the material remained essentially the same, even if it was revised in detail from time to time. A seventh course of lectures, under the title “The Freswæl (Episode and Fragment)”, was announced for Michaelmas Term 1939, but on the outbreak of war the published lecture-list was cancelled, and these lectures were not delivered. During the war years Tolkien lectured regularly on Beowulf, and it appears that he devoted more attention than previously to the “Finn Episode”, to compensate for the lack of a separate lecture-course on Finn and Hengest. In 1962 Tolkien emerged from retirement during the absence in America of Professor C. L. Wrenn, his successor in the Rawlinson and Bosworth Chair, and in Hilary Term 1963 he delivered a course of lectures under the same title as the ill-fated lectures of 1939.

It will be seen, then, that there are three periods in which Tolkien is likely to have worked most intensively on the story of Finn and Hengest, about 1930, about 1940, and about 1960; and these three periods are reflected in the surviving material. The most substantial block of material no doubt formed the basis of the lectures on Finn and Hengest from 1928 onwards. This consists of four main parts: a study of the proper names in the Fragment and the Episode, arranged in the order in which they occur; notes on the text of the Fragment; notes on the text of the Episode; and a reconstruction of the story underlying the remains. The first of these four parts also exists in a much longer and fuller version: this may have been prepared for publication, since it is more carefully penned in a more formal style, and is liberally supplied with footnotes. Another set of lecture-notes on the Episode (as far as line 1143) seems to have been extracted from the lectures on Beowulf delivered during the war-years; some pages are written on the back of duplicated notices dated late in 1939 or early in 1940. The first part of these notes, as far as line 1087, was revised and expanded, so that there is an overlap in the page-numbering; since the revised notes refer to the “last time (1941)” that the lectures were given, the revision probably belongs to 1942. Finally there is a bundle of “Later Material”, not all of which is in fact very late: it includes two versions of a translation of the Episode and an additional reconstruction. An important section of this later material can be definitely identified as belonging to 1962.

The task facing the editor of this material resembles the task facing Tolkien himself when in his last years he envisaged revising The Silmarillion for publication:[1] “the manuscripts themselves had proliferated, so that he was no longer certain which of them represented his latest thoughts on any particular passage … He had never decided which was to be the working copy, and often he had amended each of them independently and in contradictory fashion. To produce a consistent and satisfactory text he would have to make a detailed collation of every manuscript.” The editor’s task is even more intimidating than the author’s, since the author stands at least some chance of remembering which was his final view, and he is always free to rewrite; but the editor has neither of these advantages. In many ways the easiest thing to do would have been to write a new book based on Tolkien’s ideas: but I have undertaken the more difficult task of producing a “consistent and satisfactory text” entirely in Tolkien’s own words. The only parts of the book which are my own are the Editor’s Introduction (here), the translation of the Fragment (here), and Appendix C (here).[2]

The general plan of this book follows that of Tolkien’s early lectures. For the first section, of which the main part is the study of proper names, I have substituted the revised and expanded version which seems to have been prepared for publication. Only one version of the notes on the Fragment is extant, and I have perforce followed that. For the notes on the Episode two or in some cases three versions are available: the early and very full version used in lectures on Finn and Hengest, the later but much briefer version used in the wartime lectures on Beowulf, and in some cases a final version compiled in 1962 or later. The difficulty here is that Tolkien’s latest thoughts are often much more briefly expressed than his earlier ideas, so that I have had to choose between lateness and fullness. For this part of the book I have compiled a patchwork of material; wherever Tolkien’s ideas seem to have changed little or not at all over the years I have generally preferred the earliest, fullest version; but wherever he rejected his earliest conclusions I have chosen the most lucid expression of his latest ideas.[3] In one or two places a crucial point in the argument is nowhere very clearly explained in the surviving material, and in these cases I have added a few words of my own enclosed in square brackets.

The very numerous annotations in the manuscripts present a special problem. These are of various kinds, and I have treated them differently according to their nature. Where they correct or modify the original I have incorporated the correction or modification into the text; where they add something new I have either incorporated them into the text or relegated them to footnotes, as seemed most appropriate in each case; where they represent memoranda proposing a further line of research which was apparently never carried out, I have had no choice but to omit them.

The lecture-notes were hastily written, and are much abbreviated, either by the use of symbols like ∴ for “therefore” or // for “parallel”, or by the omission of inessential words; the punctuation and paragraphing, too, are often careless. In a number of cases Tolkien himself corrected hasty usages and accidental errors; I have had the fewer scruples about silently correcting the rest. I have not, however, attempted to alter the colloquial style appropriate to lectures, though occasionally it reads oddly in print. If Tolkien himself had revised his work for publication, no doubt he would have made many stylistic changes; for me to do so would have meant at best pastiche, at worst misrepresentation. The reader will therefore notice a marked difference of style between the careful “Glossary of Names” and the colloquial lectures; in view of the nature of the surviving material this is unavoidable, and perhaps not undesirable.

The greater part of this book was written more than fifty years ago, the most recent parts nearly twenty years ago. Inevitably a great deal has been written about Finn and Hengest which is not taken into account. Nevertheless I have not thought it advisable to attempt any systematic survey of these more recent studies.[4] If Tolkien’s work had been published sooner, most of what others have written would not have been written at all, or would have been written differently; there seems to be little point in documenting interpretations which are wholly inconsistent with Tolkien’s. However, I have referred to recent work in two circumstances: when it reinforces or amplifies points already made by Tolkien, and when it shows that Tolkien’s view on points of detail is not seriously tenable. In similar circumstances I have occasionally added comments of my own. Apart from such comments, my footnotes are designed to supply full references for quotations where Tolkien gave either an insufficient reference or no reference at all. Where the reference given is unambiguous though incomplete, I have silently expanded it; where no reference is given I have tried to trace the quotation to its origin. All my footnotes are enclosed in square brackets, so that they cannot be confused with Tolkien’s footnotes.

My thanks are due to Christopher Tolkien, who encouraged me to undertake the editing of this book and gave me indispensable information about this father’s methods of work; to David Evans, who advised me on all things Scandinavian and gave me many other kinds of help; and to the late Professor J. A. W. Bennett, who generously lent me the notes he made at Tolkien’s lectures in 1934–35, thus providing me with one secure point of reference in the difficult task of dating different versions of the lectures.

ALAN BLISS
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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

George Hickes was one of the numerous clergymen who in 1688 rejected the usurpation of the throne of England by William of Orange and remained loyal to James II. The consequence of their refusal to swear allegiance to William was that they were deprived of their benefices, persecuted, and threatened with imprisonment; Hickes, like the others, had to spend part of his time in hiding. Despite these immense difficulties, during the next fifteen years Hickes managed to compile the monumental collection of grammatical and literary material relating to the languages of northern Europe which was published at Oxford in 1705 as Linguarum Vett. Septentrionalium Thesaurus. On pp. 192–3 of the first volume he printed a fragment of Old English verse, less than fifty lines long, which (he said) he had found on a single leaf in a volume of “Semi-Saxon” homilies in the Library of Lambeth Palace, the London residence of the Archbishops of Canterbury.[1] This leaf has never been seen since. It was apparently already missing when the great palæographer Humphrey Wanley compiled the catalogue of Anglo-Saxon manuscripts which forms the second volume of Hickes’ Thesaurus: departing from his usual practice, Wanley gives no description or date for the fragment, merely referring the reader to the printed text.[2] Standards of scholarly integrity were less strict in 1700 than they are now, and Hickes was working in difficult circumstances; it is possible that he removed the crucial leaf from the Library; to save the trouble of transcribing it, he may even have given it to his printer to be set up in type. At all events the printed version is now the only authority for the text of the Fragment: but we need not take seriously the suggestion (perhaps not very seriously intended) that “as it stands it is hard even to be certain that it is authentic survival and not brilliant pastiche”.[3] A study of Hickes’ versions of Old English poems in manuscripts which are still extant shows that his standards of accuracy and those of his printer were not high; editors have consequently been more than usually ready to emend the text of the Fragment.

Hickes’ Fragment gives an incomplete account of a battle in a place called Finnesburg ‘Finn’s citadel’. A “young king” and his followers are besieged in a hall, which they vigorously defend; a conspicuous member of the defending force is named Hengest. There is not enough information in the text to elucidate the circumstances of the battle, and the Fragment is generally known by the somewhat non-committal name The Fight at Finnesburg.[4] Short though it is, the Fragment is of major importance to Anglo-Saxon studies, for at least three reasons.

(1)The Fight at Finnesburg appears to be a fragment of the kind of short heroic poem known as a “lay”. This term is used as the equivalent of the word leoð, frequently used in Old English poetry for the song or recitation performed by a minstrel at a feast-though there is no etymological relation between the two words. It is generally believed that the literary references reflect the facts of history, and that the Germanic peoples had indeed a large stock of orally transmitted poems, each recounting a single episode from history or legend; it may be that they corresponded to the carmina antiqua ‘ancient songs’ described by Tacitus in his account of the Germanic tribes in the first century A.D.[5] There is linguistic and metrical evidence that such lays were used in the compilation of later, longer poems,[6] but unfortunately direct evidence for their existence is extremely scanty; at best not more than two of them have survived to the present day, the Hildebrandslied in Old High German and The Fight at Finnesburg in Old English. Since both of these are fragments it is impossible to be quite certain that the complete poems did not extend to a much greater compass than that of the lay; nevertheless, in both these fragments the rapid movement of the narrative and the brisk exchange of dialogue is so different from the leisurely manner of the later “epic” that their classification as lays seems justified.

(2) Finnesburg appears to be a purely pagan poem, in the sense that it contains no reference to God, and the story is not told in terms of Christian values. Since the fragment is so short it might be thought that such negative evidence is of little significance; yet the two fragments of the Old English epic Waldere, together scarcely longer than The Fight at Finnesburg, contain two references to God couched in such terms as to make it likely that the author was not only a Christian but a monk.[7] Since the transcription and preservation of manuscripts of Old English poetry was the work of the monasteries, it is not at all surprising that the vast bulk of what survives is either explicitly or implicitly Christian; even Beowulf, the greatest monument to the pagan heroic past of the Anglo-Saxons, is Christian in the sense not only that it was plainly written by a Christian poet for a Christian audience, but also that (according to the majority of recent critical studies) it re-interprets the pagan past in terms of Christian theology. The Fight at Finnesburg is in fact the only surviving pagan narrative poem in Old English.

(3) The story told in the Finnesburg Fragment is closely linked to a story very allusively related in Beowulf. Beowulf, the hero of the poem, has defeated in single combat the quasi-human monster Grendel, who for twelve years has been ravaging the hall of Hrothgar, king of the Danes. A feast is held to celebrate the victory, and as part of the festivities Hrothgar’s minstrel recites a story for the entertainment of the assembled company. Presumably in real life he would have recited a lay, but what is provided in Beowulf is certainly not a lay nor even the summary of a lay; in less than ninety lines a full-length story is told in terms so allusive that it could have made immediate sense only to those already familiar with the sequence of events. The leading characters of the story are Hengest and Finn, presumably the Finn who gave his name to Finnesburg; a certain Hnæf, killed before the beginning of the story, is apparently the “young king” of the Fragment. The Fight at Finnesburg thus seems to deal with the antecedents of the Episode in Beowulf, and elucidates much that would otherwise be obscure. Even in conjunction with the Fragment the Episode is far from easy to interpret in detail, as the size of this book testifies; without the Fragment the Episode would pose an insoluble problem.

Whatever the obscurities of the story told in the Fragment and Episode, it is quite clear that it is of a type common enough in the Old Norse sagas, but virtually unknown in Old English poetry: it is a story of the conflict of loyalties in the heroic world. There are no monsters or dragons such as there are in Beowulf: the personages of the drama are ordinary fallible human beings, suddenly plunged into circumstances from which no issue can preserve both life and honour. In his classic lecture Beowulf: the Monsters and the Critics[8] Tolkien showed that for the purposes of the Beowulf poet the monsters were quite essential: he was planning a general comment on the destiny of man; whereas human adversaries would limit the comment in time and place, supernatural beings could symbolize the everlasting adversaries of the human race. Nevertheless it remains true that a modern audience finds it difficult to accept the supernatural in fiction, and a story of conflicting loyalties is more obviously attractive. Certainly a great deal of effort has been devoted to the disentangling of the story of Finn and Hengest. Dorothy Whitelock once complained in exasperation that “too much brooding over our inadequate scraps of evidence for the Finn tale has been one of the most unprofitable and time-consuming occupations of Beowulf scholars”;[9] this book is evidence that this time-consuming occupation need not necessarily be unprofitable.

It is possible to give in a few lines an outline of the story of Finn and Hengest which is uncontroversial because all controversial details have been omitted. Hnæf, a Danish chieftain, paid a winter visit to his sister Hildeburh, wife of Finn the king of the Frisians. During the visit an attack was made on Hnæf and his men in the hall where they were lodged, and in the course of the fighting Hnæf and a son of Finn were killed. The defenders were in a strong position, and a treaty was made according to which the survivors would remain under the protection of Finn until the coming of spring made it possible for them to go home. This treaty, however, was in direct conflict with the duty of vengeance for the death of one’s lord, and when spring came vengeance came too: Finn was killed, and Hildeburh was taken home to her people.

The main participants in the dispute were the Danes and the Frisians: but a third group, the “Eotens”, is referred to in lines 1072, 1088, 1141 and 1145 of Beowulf, and the part played by these has given rise to much discussion. The forms used in Beowulf are themselves of uncertain significance, but in spite of phonological difficulties most scholars accept that “Eotens” is a proper name meaning ‘Jutes’; yet there are still some who believe that the word means ‘giants’, either literally, or metaphorically in the sense of ‘enemies’.[10] Since the text gives no support for the idea of a tripartite dispute the “Eotens”, whether Jutes or giants, are generally identified with one or other of the contending parties: if they were merely ‘enemies’, “Eotens” might be an alternative name for Danes or Frisians; if they were Jutes, they must have been either under the control of, or at least in alliance with, one or other of the contending parties. The current view is that the “Eotens” were on the same side as the Frisians,[11] but there are still some who put them on the same side as the Danes.[12]

Tolkien’s most important contribution to the interpretation of the story was what he refers to several times as the “Jutes-on-both-sides” theory. In the lecture notes he revised in the early 1940s he stated his position as follows:


My private and patent solution, derived from the text, and not solely devised in order to get round the difficulties of other views, is that Jutes were on both sides in the quarrel; on Finn’s side, and on Hengest’s side: it was a Jutish feud.



Later he added a pencilled footnote to this passage:


When I propounded this view it had certainly not been printed by anyone else, nor uttered publicly or privately in my hearing.



Because Tolkien never published his material, the “Jutes-on-both-sides” theory has never been argued in print; it was, however, referred to at least four times by the late Professor C. L. Wrenn, though not in terms consistent with the details of Tolkien’s theory.[13] I have been unable to ascertain whether these references were authorized by Tolkien: they include no acknowledgment to him, but on the other hand he seems to have made no protest about them – unless, indeed, the footnote quoted above is a reaction to the earliest of them.

Tolkien himself did not in fact argue the “Jutes-on-both-sides” theory in any systematic way: it emerges almost imperceptibly from his study of the text, and is all the more convincing for that. The most important arguments are to be found in the Textual Commentary in the discussion of lines 8–9 of the Fragment and lines 1071ff., 1084, 1087, 1095ff., 1102, 1124 and 1140ff. of the Episode in Beowulf. The implications of all these passages are brought together in the Reconstruction here.
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THE FRESWÆL: FINN AND HENGEST

This is the name which I give to the problem of the relation of the Finn Episode in Beowulf to the fragmentary Fight at Finnesburg,[1] and the story behind both. It is the name actually given to the story in Beowulf 1070: Hnæf … in Freswæle feallan sceolde; Klaeber glosses it ‘Frisian battlefield’,[2] but it is rather ‘Frisian disaster or massacre’.

The evidence and allusions which have to be compared and their explanation attempted are the following:


(1) Widsith, line 27: Fin Folcwalding Fresna cynne.

(2) The Episode in Beowulf from c. line 1066 to line 1159.

(3) The fragment of a poem (probably a “lay” rather than an “epic” of Beowulfian style and proportions) discovered by George Hickes in Lambeth Palace Library and printed in his Thesaurus.[3] It has since been lost, stolen or mislaid, so that we depend solely on the print made from the (apparently) inaccurate transcript of c. 1700. This is The Fight at Finnesburg.

(4) Other allusions to the names – especially Finn or Hengest e.g. in the OE genealogies, which will be referred to in the Glossary of Names below, here.



That these references – (1), (2), (3) at any rate – all refer to the same persons Finn (King of the Frisians) and Hengest is almost the only certain thing about them. That they refer to the same events or to the same story concerning these names, still more to the same version of such a story, is far from certain or proved. Indeed it rests in the last resort on nothing more definite than the sound principle that where all is uncertain one’s hypothesis must be simplified as far as possible.

In the case of (4) identity of reference is not certain (e.g. Finn Godulfing of the genealogies, or Hengest the invader of Kent) – see the Glossary of Names.

(2) and (3) will be later the subject of our detailed investigation. (4) will be drawn in incidentally. Of (1) no more need be said except to direct attention to its context. With Widsith line 20 (Casere weold Creacum 7 Cælic Finnum) we leap from the Gothic and Burgundian world and the Eastern Empire up towards the Baltic, and then plunge into the middle of the small seafaring peoples of that northern world on either side of the Cimbrian peninsula – with whose traditions the English in the early days were probably specially familiar. Out of that lost wealth the fight at Finn’s fortress alone has been preserved (battered and tantalizingly obscure), except for bare echoes in Widsith. Thus in line 21, Hagena Holmrygum (MS rycum) 7 Heoden Glommum. In the same context appear Swæfe 22, Hælsingas 22, Myrgingas 23, Franks 24, Wernas (Varini) 25, Eowe (Aviones?) 26, Yte (Jutes – under King Gefwulf: Oswine weold Eowum 7 Ytum Gefwulf) 26. Then comes the line Fin Folcwalding Fresna cynne, 27. After that we pass towards Scandinavia, with Sædene 28, which intervenes before the important Hnæf Hocingum 29 (an undoubted reference to the character in the Episode there said to be Scyldinga and Healfdena, gen. pls.).[4] This Widsith context, lines 20 to 35 (or 49), should be carefully considered.

We may now begin with a few remarks on the Frisians, who are the one people concerned beyond all doubt. In this peculiarly difficult enquiry, where one has frequently to begin with a temporary theory, and later halt and re-examine it, and recapitulate the evidence, there is of necessity much repetition, and what is said here may be needed again further on, or may have to be modified.

The Frisian name – unetymologizable like most of the old simple uncompounded Germanic sectional or tribal names (Dene, Sweon, Eote) – is old, doubtless much older than its first appearance. An inscription (found near Leeuwarden) shows the Frisian fisheries to have been known to the Romans.[5] There were Frisians in the Roman army (including the stations in Britain). In Tacitus it is clear that Frisians were already west of the Zuyder Zee, and were in those days the most westerly of the Germanic peoples of the North, occupying parts certainly not originally Germanic in speech.[6] Tacitus indicates a division of them (probably not solely made by aliens, but native also, the product of expansion) into Lesser Frisians, west of the navigable lakes, and Greater Frisians – free from Roman control, in the still (to the Romans) little known and little explored marshes and fens to the north and east.

Something of the same distinction still lingered probably in heroic times (in Beowulf and Widsith). The Greater Frisians, or their descendant groupings, are probably Finn’s people proper, mentioned along with the North Sea folk. The Lesser are those mentioned in close connection with the (now southern) Franks: e.g. Widsith 68, Mid Froncum ic wæs 7 mid Frysum: also Beowulf 2912, 1207, 1210 (joined with Hetware and Franks).

That the distinction between the ȳ- and the ē-forms follows any such political or geographical distinction is not borne out by OE usage. Too much cannot be made of the distinction in Beowulf and Widsith in any case. The name Froncum occurs also in Widsith line 24, not long before Finn, while the Hætwere occur in the same passage (33) dealing with mainly northern peoples, though they are clearly associated with the Franks. Too much, suggestive as it is, cannot be made of the order of mention in Widsith’s catalogue – especially as preserved – since geography, alliteration, and connection in story (which might bring Geatas into relation with Franks!) all play their part, doubtless, in determining the arrangement, before corruption, interpolation and dislocation are considered.

The English were in any case well acquainted with Frisians of any kind before, during, and after the settlements in Britain. Before, as a natural deduction from their situation, and from the close similarity of their dialects. During, not only because of the inevitableness, one might say, of some Frisian participation in adventure shared by tribes so closely connected, but because of the well-known allusion in Procopius.[7] After, because of the maritime importance of the Frisians, which I illustrate in a moment. In fact the debate whether the Finn-story is a native tradition (brought over with the Anglo-Saxon luggage), or belonging properly to a Frisian element, or a loan taken from Frisians, is really making a distinction without any difference of practical value.

After the settlement in Britain and the decline of “Saxon” piracy and sea-power the Frisians entered on a time of maritime prosperity and fame in the north-west – indeed, if my final reading of this problem is correct they were already (in the fifth century) very powerful, if not indeed the chief of the loosely-connected “Anglo-Frisian” tribes of the north-west, and already menaced by the stirring of the North, the Scandinavian North. Indeed the popularity and importance of the Finn-story (see below, here) is doubtless, if we knew all, due to its being central to, and embedded in, the complex and stirring events in the northern waters which led to the Germanic colonization of Britain. The relations of Finn historically – or at least that of the Frisian power he represents – to the other peoples of these regions (including the expanding Danes) were doubtless of first-class importance in that history, and the poetic traditions descended from those days.

Still in Ælfred’s time some four centuries later we can gather hints of this naval eminence. On fresisc and on denisc were to Ælfred clearly the two obvious ways of building war-vessels, or styles on which to found experiment. (Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, anno 897.) Probably the English and Saxons of England now practised the ship-building art little or not at all, on a scale suitable for larger trade or for organized war. Such trade as there was – principally in the south-east – was probably dependent on foreign (Frisian) bottoms, and kings were little concerned with the upkeep of war-ships, their battles being on the plains and about the fords and passes of England, before the coming of the Norse. Ælfred evidently depended for officering, possibly largely for manning, of his war-ships to a considerable extent upon Frisians.[8] What was the case in A.D. 875, when (as is apt to be overlooked) Ælfred sallied forth himself with a sciphere and engaged the enemy not unsuccessfully,[9] I do not know. As this was, however, more than twenty years before he began to think of improving his naval arm, and developing an English fleet, his sciphere was most likely mercenary, and Frisian (from London?). Certainly in 897 after his well-known ship-building experiment the casualties of the not very successful skirmish in which nine of the new royal ships were engaged include three Frisians (Wulfheard Friesa, Æbbe Friesa, 7 Æðelhere Friesa) among the five officers sufficiently eminent to be named. We are also expressly told that in all 62 were slain, Frisian and English (in that order).

Æðelhere is also an OE name, and Wulfheard is an extremely common one; Æbba (not however Æbbe, which is usually feminine; but cf. Æbbi) is also Old English. This in itself directs one to the reflection that even in Ælfred’s time the Frisian dialects can have appeared no stranger than a markedly dialectal Old English, and there was no effective linguistic barrier to intercourse. Linguistically the Frisians were almost a branch of the same people, but outside the dominions of any “English” king – a situation similar to that of Little Britain (Brittany) in relation to Cornwall, whose inhabitants long, until early modern times at least, regarded themselves as “Britons under the rule of the French king”, or “of the English king”, but yet as virtually one people, visiting one another and intermarrying freely down to at least the time of the Reformation.

A memory of such a situation between English and Frisian is preserved in:


Good butter and good cheese

Is good English and good Friese.[10]



Glancing back to an earlier period – 300 years nearer to the time of Finn – we may mention the suggestively casual allusion in Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica. In Book IV Chap. xx (xxii)[11] we hear of the thegn Imma wounded and left for dead in the battle of the Trent between his lord Ecgfrith, king of Northumbria, and Æthelred of Mercia. He fell eventually into the hands of one of king Æthelred’s gesiƿas, and when healed was sold to a certain Frisian in London.[12] The battle was fought in the year 679. The presence of a wealthy Frisian, so casually mentioned, in London, able to buy up slaves produced by the internecine wars of the English, is interesting, especially since the date 679 closely corresponds to the beginning of missionary enterprise in Frisia. It is significant that the continental missions – one of the chief glories of ancient England, and one
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