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			Epigraphs

			Since Brutus came to Britain many kings and realms have come and gone […] What with the love of petty independence on the one hand, and on the other the greed of kings for wider realms, the years were filled with swift alternations of war and peace, of mirth and woe, as historians of the reign of Arthur tell us: a time of unsettled frontiers, when men might rise or fall suddenly, and song-writers had abundant material and eager audiences.

			J. R. R. Tolkien, Farmer Giles of Ham (1949)1

			The natural vice of historians is to claim to know about the past. Nowhere is this claim more dangerous than when it is staked in Britain between 400 and 600. We can identify some events and movements: make a fair guess at others; try to imagine the whole as a picture in the fire […] But what really happened will never be known.

			James Campbell, The Anglo-Saxons (1982)2

			Where now the horse? Where now the men?

			Where now the benefactor?

			Where now the seat at the feast? Where the hall-joys?

			Alas, bright beaker! Alas, burnished warrior!

			Alas proud prince! How that time has gone,

			dark under night’s helm, as if it had never been.

			Anon., The Wanderer3

			It is the middle of the Dark Ages – ages darker than anyone had ever expected.

			Jabberwocky (1977)4
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			A JOURNEY IN THE DARK

			– Prologue –

			Night is falling. Your land and mine goes down into a darkness now; and I, and all the other guardians of her flame, are driven from our homes, up out into the wolf’s jaw. But the flame still flickers in the fen. You are marked down to cherish that. Cherish the flame, till we can safely wake again.1

			David Rudkin, Penda’s Fen (1974)

			What happens when the rug is pulled, when all the certainties melt away and when what had yesterday felt permanent, unchanging, unchangeable, collapses at breakneck speed? And what comes after?

			All ages of the past are dark because the past is a grave. It is a void that historians and archaeologists seek to fill with knowledge – with things made by long-dead hands and the ghosts of buildings long demolished, the uncanny traces of people and their lost lives, poignant in their mundanity: a used bowl, a broken glass, a clay pipe, a worn shoe, the pieces of a game scattered and abandoned. It whispers with the words captured on the skins of animals or fragments of birch bark and lines breathed by poets in fire-lit halls, frozen in ink, repeating again and again across the generations, as the bones of their authors crumble in the cold, dark earth. The more we find to fill that void, the better illuminated the past appears. It takes on three-dimensional form in standing buildings and tangible artefacts, detailed reconstructions of costume and paraphernalia. Film and television provide illusory glimpses of the irrecoverable; historical fiction and immersive histories promise time travel to places we feel we might inhabit – regardless of their many distortions and omissions. And, by and large, the further away a historical period sits relative to our own lives, the less vital and vibrant it feels – the colour footage turns to black and white and then to sepia, it freezes into still photography and then mutates into artist-mediated renderings of life: oil paintings, frescoes, manuscript illuminations, scratches on rock. Eventually it recedes altogether into darkness.

			It has become fashionable in recent decades to argue that the trauma of the collapse of the Roman Empire has often been overstated, that for many people life changed little if at all, that the tales told of devastation, plague, poverty and violence were exaggerations, that the archaeological evidence for widespread and rapid civic collapse has been misinterpreted. Historians have always seen the past through the prism of their own age, in the shadow of recent memory, and the last period of relative peace experienced in the West has been remarkable for its overall stability and prosperity.* For those in Europe and North America who lived through the world wars and endured the omnipresent spectre of nuclear obliteration, however, the idea that civilizations could be annihilated, that human savagery was limitless and that the lives of individuals and of whole societies could be plunged into existential crisis in a matter of months (or even minutes) was not in doubt. For people in many other parts of the world, the proximity of trauma has seldom been out of sight. And for those who lived through the Middle Ages, death and misfortune were constant companions.

			The events of the very recent past, however, have demonstrated with stunning brutality that in the blink of an eye the world can change for ever. What comes afterwards is always unknowable, but the actions and decisions of individuals and societies – sometimes spontaneous and sometimes after a prolonged period of anxiety and introspection – will set the stage for what will follow: nothing is inevitable about the path the world will take. The clarity with which that is felt in the third decade of the twenty-first century adds a complexion to this book that it did not possess at the outset; some chapters – those written later – perhaps reflect this more fully that those written earlier, though all are coloured by it to a certain degree. The kingdoms that emerged in Britain in the shadow cast by failing Empire were social experiments in responding to trauma, to the pulling of the rug, and this book is, in part, about how societies facing crisis can find very different paths through and out of it. What emerges more clearly than I had envisaged is the tension between forces that might be imperfectly described as conservative and progressive – between those who seek solace and security in the symbols and structures of the past and those who, for good or ill, see potential in the strange and the foreign, abandoning the solidity of stone walls and civilization for something as yet unmade, risking the eradication of older ways of being. Those paths may ultimately converge, but the pain of walking them leaves scars that never fully heal.

			The term ‘Dark Ages’ – used vaguely for the period between the end of Roman Imperial government in Britain in c.400 and, normally, an ill-defined point between the years 600 and 800 – is widely disowned by most modern scholars. Objections are frequently raised that to single this period out as ‘dark’ is to downplay the accomplishments of the age and exoticize its mystery, while casting unwarranted shade on aspects of its social, cultural or economic history.† To me, however, the assumption that ‘darkness’ necessarily equates to ‘badness’ is lazy and a little ugly. And it is clear – in fact one of the only things that actually is clear about the period – that the most heavily Romanized parts of Britain underwent a socio-economic collapse of unusual suddenness and severity in the period when Roman rule in Britain was coming to an end. That this was accompanied by war and a long period of chronic instability is almost certain. For the people who lived through this and were affected by it, these must have been grim days indeed. The fact that other periods may have been more unpleasant (and therefore more deserving of the adjective ‘dark’) is neither here nor there – nobody wants to play ‘bad times’ poker (‘I’ll see your so-called Dark Ages and raise you a Black Death’).

			In any case, I have always rather liked the mystery that the term ‘Dark Ages’ implies. Just as blank spaces on the map tug on the imagination of the explorer, so the darker spaces of history hold an allure that speaks to hidden facets of the human psyche. This, I think, is one of the reasons why early medieval history captured me as an undergraduate and has held me ever since. The struggle to understand the scattered and difficult sources, the possibility of genuine discovery in a world where nothing can be taken for granted, represent an endless quest where everything is on the table to be interpreted afresh and the deepest secrets still lie locked within the earth.

			This book is for those who understand that the glimmer of gold in torchlight can be worth a thousand sun-drenched spires; it is a book that tells the stories of the most obscure kingdoms to have risen in Britain in the dim post-Roman dawn. Some of them died in near darkness, never to fully experience the wan light shed by the slow accumulation of historical record. Their brief lives can only be told from scraps of legend and ambiguous archaeological traces, and the writings of men who lived centuries after the history they recorded. Other realms lived long enough to experience the relative illumination of later centuries, falling into obscurity amid the tumults of the Viking Age. In all of them, however, the surviving traces of life can be related to fragments of history, the archaeology brought into a relationship with a people and the stories they told. The halls of farmer-lords can still be found as ghost marks in the earth, patches of dark soil where curling ribbons of smoke once climbed the great pillars to the roof beams they shouldered; the hill-forts of warlords and sea-lords and kings of the trade winds yet cling to the peaks of rocky outcrop and mountain fastness. The grave-fields and barrow-mounds still hold their bodies just as weathered grey stone and brittle yellow parchment bear their names – tying the landscape back to a past where lives were lived with as much vigour and joy as in any other age, where people fought and loved and toiled and suffered grief and disappointment just as cutting as our own.

			Out there amid heath and hedgerow the tombs of unknown kings lie forgotten beneath stands of ash and birch – the graves of heroes whose names once rang beside hall-fires, whose horns once echoed in the hills; swords rusted, gold torn by the plough, treasure scattered over fields. Bones are dislodged from resting places, gnawed by foxes, badgers, rats; tossed and broken by grey roots questing among the dead.

			And still the lords of the lost realms slumber on.‡ 

				
					* This chapter was written in 2020, well before Vladimir Putin visited sweeping horror on the eastern marches of Europe. War in the Balkans in the 1990s notwithstanding, the war in Ukraine – with its origins in 2014 and its obscene flowering in 2022 – has raised a fresh phalanx of morbid visions to stalk the Western imagination.

				

				
					† In 2016, the adoption of the term ‘Dark Ages’ by English Heritage for the whole of the period between 410 and 1066 sparked a furious backlash from academic historians and archaeologists. Despite some notable dissenters, the orthodox view – and one which seems now to have been adopted by English Heritage (at least online) – is that the terms ‘early medieval’ and ‘early Middle Ages’ are adequate to describe the 650 years or so prior to the Norman Conquest. There is no need, the argument runs, to insult the public intelligence by supposing that people are incapable of differentiating the ‘early’ from the ‘late’ medieval period. That, I suppose, is fair enough (though the supposed simplicity of this argument is undermined a little by the fact that medieval historians frequently distinguish the ‘Late Middle Ages’ – the period between c.1300 and c.1500 – from the ‘High’ or ‘Central’ Middle Ages – the period between c.1000 and c.1300).

				

				
					‡ Parts of this prologue, in rather different form, appeared previously in an article for BBC History Magazine (March 2020).
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			LITTLE KINGDOMS

			– Introduction –

			The face of the land has changed since that time, and kingdoms have come and gone; woods have fallen, and rivers have shifted, and only the hills remain, and they are worn by the rain and the wind.

			J. R. R. Tolkien, Farmer Giles of Ham (1949)1

			In 1949, Allen & Unwin published a short book by Professor J. R. R. Tolkien titled Farmer Giles of Ham. It was, at surface level, a children’s story, and its genesis was in a tale of the 1930s devised for Tolkien’s own children. But it was also a story packed with knowing asides and philological in-jokes, a pseudo-medieval legend that lightly satirized the work of Anglo-Norman writers like Geoffrey of Monmouth (whose Historia Regum Britanniae – the ‘History of the Kings of Britain’ – of 1135, stuffed with tall tales and ripping yarns, laid the groundwork for the great medieval boom in Arthurian literature).2 Unlike Tolkien’s other works of fiction – the juggernauts of fantasy literature that ensured his lasting reputation – Farmer Giles was not set in Middle Earth.* Instead it was set in a place that Tolkien called the Little Kingdom, a place he situated with great specificity in Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire.3

			The contours of the Little Kingdom were intimately familiar to Tolkien. All of the locations mentioned in Farmer Giles and its abandoned sequel – Ham (Thame), Worminghall, Oxenford (Oxford), Oakley, Farthingho(e), Islip, Otmoor – are real places in the vicinity of Oxford where the Tolkien family lived. In hair-raising journeys of the 1930s, the Professor would propel his wife and children through the landscapes of the Little Kingdom in a Morris Cowley, blundering into dry stone walls and ploughing across lanes of Oxford traffic with the resounding battle cry of ‘Charge ’em and they scatter!’4 These were also the places that studded and described a landscape in which Farmer Giles (‘Ægidius Ahenobarbus Julius Agricola de Hammo’ to use his proper name) was deeply rooted; they surrounded and defined the fields where he kept his sheep and raised his crops, where he pastured his ill-fated cow Galathea; they joined the paths where he walked Garm (his dog) and took his goods to market, a countryside threatened by the depredations of giant and dragon.

			[image: ]

			Tolkien’s Little Kingdom, as drawn by Pauline Baynes.

			In contrast to the book’s concrete geographical setting, Tolkien insisted that Farmer Giles was set in a ‘no-time’ – that it was a fantasy of the past: a real place that existed in an imaginary epoch.5 His antiquarian instincts, however, evidently compelled him to place the story in a vague – but carefully chosen – time frame. In his Foreword, Tolkien indicated that the Little Kingdom thrived ‘after the days of King Coel maybe, but before Arthur or the Seven Kingdoms of the English’, i.e. between the fourth and seventh centuries.†6 This places the story firmly in the ‘Dark Ages’ – albeit a wilfully anachronistic Dark Age resplendent, like the legends of Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, in the chivalric colour of the medieval world (and crucially augmented by a blunderbuss). And what Tolkien also knew, and what his story hints at, is that the land occupied by the Little Kingdom had – in those ‘years […] filled with swift alternations of war and peace, of mirth and woe, as historians of the reign of Arthur tell us’ – been home to a people whose lives and stories were real, vital and utterly obscure.

			If ever an age could be rightly described as ‘dark’ it would be the two centuries that followed the collapse of Roman authority in Britain at the beginning of the fifth century. To those who study late antiquity and the beginning of the early Middle Ages, the period between c.400 and c.600 is a time when not only historical narrative fails, but also the ability to interpret with conviction the archaeological remains. Fundamental questions about the end of Roman governance, the nature and scale of migration into Britain, the origins of kingdoms, the continuity of Christian belief and organization, even the fate and whereabouts of the Romano-British population remain largely unanswerable.

			The region of the Upper Thames Valley – Tolkien’s Little Kingdom – is not the most benighted area of the Dark Age map, but it lingers nonetheless in a deep penumbra. In common with most of Britain, the written sources that purport to describe the doing of kings and warlords in these years are either silent or useless. The archaeology presents, by contrast, a glittering record – a portrait of a people who – from the fifth century onwards – buried their dead in elaborate fashion, interring their loved ones with swords, spears and shields, and with jewellery that linked their modes of self-expression with those of communities that originated in northern Germany between the rivers Weser and Elbe.‡ And yet, without the written word as guide, who these people were, who they believed themselves to be (which is not at all the same thing), where they came from and how they organized themselves are matters that remain opaque.

			At the end of the sixth and beginning of the seventh century elaborate – so-called ‘princely’ – burials were sprouting up along the valley of the Thames at places like Asthall and Cuddesdon (Oxfordshire) and (on the eastern side of the Chilterns) at Taplow (Buckinghamshire). These were barrow-burials, Beowulfian in their splendour, earthen mounds raised over corpses richly arrayed with weapons and glassware, drinking horns and gaming pieces, Byzantine treasures and garnet-encrusted jewellery. It was the occupants of these barrows who, presumably, wielded power among the still pagan people of the Upper Thames, exercising a measure of authority among the barrow-downs and standing stones and little rivers, along the banks of the Thames and the Windrush and the Cherwell. Evidence of great timber halls at Sutton Courtenay and Long Wittenham in Oxfordshire demonstrates the power and ostentation of the region’s wealthiest inhabitants, holding court in a landscape densely threaded with the traces of settlement and burial.7

			The end of the sixth century was also the period in which the region emerges in halfway credible historical sources as a kingdom: a single realm ruled over by a man named Ceawlin, the king of a people called the Gewissae.§8 In time, the Thames Valley kingdom ruled by Ceawlin and his successors would expand, its borders would shift and its centres of power move south – to Hampshire and to Dorset. Its first bishopric – at Dorchester-on-Thames, only a few miles from Sutton Courtenay and Long Wittenham – would cede its role to Winchester in the 660s. Ultimately the kingdom’s name would also change. By the reign of King Cædwalla (r.685/6–688), the realm of the Gewissae came increasingly to be known as the kingdom of the ‘West Saxons’: the kingdom of Wessex. In the two centuries that followed, the history of the West Saxon realm was dominated by struggles with its neighbours and a steady, though not linear, accumulation of power and territory in southwest England, a process accelerated and complicated by the irruption of Viking armies into Britain from the end of the eighth century onwards.¶ By the late ninth century, Alfred king of Wessex (r.871–899) was the only representative of an original English dynasty to have survived the Viking wars of the preceding decades; his heirs would go on to unify all of the territory that now comprises England under their rule.** To this day the British monarchy traces its descent to Alfred and, through him, to Ceawlin of the Gewissae and thence to Cerdic, the legendary founder of the West Saxon dynasty.

			It is tempting to imagine that Tolkien had all this in mind when he was writing Farmer Giles; that when the eponymous hero ended his days as monarch of the Little Kingdom, a fictional seed was being planted in the Oxfordshire soil from which the English nation might grow. In truth, however, it is unlikely that Tolkien made the connection: in 1945 – four years before the book was published – he wrote to his son Christopher to describe how he had stayed up late reading Frank Stenton’s monumental Anglo-Saxon England and expressed his interest in ‘the origins of our peculiar people’.††9 Stenton, however, clearly subscribed to the then orthodox position that the origins of the West Saxon kingdom and the Gewissae lay further to the south and west.10 Tolkien did, however, seem to have had in mind another kingdom of the Dark Ages when framing the geography of Farmer Giles. To the north of his Little Kingdom, the author placed another realm that he called the ‘Middle Kingdom’. The choice of name is a not particularly veiled reference to a kingdom that eventually encompassed the lands of both the ‘Middle Angles’ and the ‘Middle Saxons’ and which was situated squarely in what is today referred to as the English ‘Midlands’: the kingdom of Mercia (lit. ‘people of the marches’ or ‘the border dwellers’). The capital of Tolkien’s Middle Kingdom was said by him to have been situated ‘some twenty leagues’ to the north of Ham’ (i.e. around sixty miles). And as Tom Shippey has pointed out, sixty-eight miles from Thame (Ham) lies the ancient settlement of Tamworth, a place which, by the reign of King Offa at the latest (r.757–796), was, alongside Lichfield and Repton, the royal heart of the Mercian realm.‡‡11

			From the later seventh century and on into the ninth, the kingdom of Mercia was in frequent conflict with Wessex in the Upper Thames Valley, and the region of Tolkien’s ‘Little Kingdom’ became a disputed borderland ravaged by raids and reprisals. There was no room in the midst of this for any little kingdom to survive. Tolkien knew that well enough and, with characteristic affection for the parochial and the small, crafted an alternative history for the area – giving it the briefest glimpse of glory in an age of darkness.§§ In doing so he produced a fable that is knowingly mischievous, teasing the reader with perversely false etymologies for place-names (despite knowing full well that the accurate derivation of toponymy provides one of the only means of accessing the first glimpses of post-Roman settlement in Britain). Nevertheless, for all its donnish whimsy, Farmer Giles gets at a greater truth; for as Tolkien also knew, the ‘Dark Age’ history of Britain is replete with half-forgotten kingdoms and tribal groups whose history – if not entirely absent – is threadbare to the point of vanishment. Some left barely a mark or a trace of themselves behind, not even a name by which to know them. Others whose names have somehow survived – like the Noxgaga or the Ohtgaga or the Hendrica or the Unecungaga – are so obscure that they resist attempts to place them on a map. But others have stories that can be told: of saints and gods and miracles, of giants and battles and the ruin of cities.

			This is a book about these little kingdoms, about the places whose histories followed unique trajectories all their own before they flamed out or faded away, appearing in the footnotes of regional surveys, or as short paragraphs in the histories of longer-lived domains; a book about the lands and peoples who fell beside the wayside, blotted out by their rivals, identities absorbed and names erased: the lost realms of early medieval Britain.

			This book started life with the idea that I might tell the story of how and why Britain changed between the end of functioning Roman government in Britain – an event conventionally dated to the year 410 when an appeal for aid by British communities was rejected by the Emperor Honorius – and the turmoil of the ninth century when Viking armies irrevocably scrambled the political geography of the island. It would be a sort of prequel to Viking Britain, a rollicking series of anecdotes about kings, saints and battles, thrumming with the miracles and magic that saturate poetry and saints’ lives, animated by the violence of the chronicles. I imagined a broadly chronological narrative that would travel the long road through post-Roman collapse, continental migration, Christian conversion and war before finally arriving at the fateful day when the West Saxon reeve Beaduheard confronted a Viking crew on the Portland Strand – the place where Viking Britain – and Viking Britain – began. It quickly became apparent, however, that this was a story unusually resistant to being told.

			Roman rule in Britain lasted around three hundred and fifty years and affected every corner of the island, even those places where Roman writ did not run. The essential territorial division was the civitas, an administrative unit based on Iron Age tribal territories and named after the groups that inhabited them: the Dobunni, Iceni, Brigantes and so on.¶¶ The tribal centres of these civitates generally came to be developed as regional foci of Roman administration known as civitas capitals – Britain’s first proper towns, built on the Roman model. In the lowland regions of the island (broadly speaking, England south of the Pennines, excluding Cornwall and Devon west of Exeter), Roman Britain was governed by a civilian administration based in these and other urban centres, supported by an established, educated, countryside elite who inhabited elaborate countryside villas set in an intensively managed agricultural landscape. The towns – the largest of which were complete with stone walls, large public buildings and luxurious town-houses – hosted markets, industries and a wide variety of craft specialists. They (and the wider Empire through exports) depended on the local countryside and an exploited peasantry for produce and taxation.

			Elsewhere, the island was managed more or less actively by a military occupation which, at its greatest extent, extended as far north as the Antonine Wall – an earthwork frontier begun in AD 142 that spanned the bottleneck between the Forth and the Clyde. Beyond that point, independent tribal communities continued to exist independent of Roman rule (though not free from Roman influence). The Antonine Wall was manned for less than a decade. Long before Roman rule was withdrawn from Britain the Imperial frontier line had withdrawn to the more permanent and substantial defences of Hadrian’s Wall (begun in AD 122), a series of forts and defensible towers joined by a masonry wall that extended for seventy-three miles – from Newcastle in the east to Carlisle in the west and beyond. By the end of the Roman period, the forts of the wall had, like other forts of the militarized north and west, acquired a permanency that was reinforced by the development of subsidiary market-settlements (Latin vici) that supplied them with goods and services supplied by local communities.

			Throughout the island, Roman towns, forts and other economic and military infrastructure were connected by an extensive and well-maintained system of roads – although in the most remote parts of nominally Roman Britain, as beyond its northern boundaries, life continued much as it had in prior centuries, the people dwelling in traditional circular roundhouses in autonomous tribal communities. And, despite having gained a footing among the wealthiest of lowland Britain’s townhouse and villa-owning class, there is little evidence to suggest that Christianity had penetrated the rest of the island to any meaningful degree. This, in very broad terms, was the shape of Roman Britain as it approached the crises of the late fourth century and beyond.

			By the time that Viking armies began reshaping British political geography in the ninth century, Britain had changed out of all recognition. Though many of the towns of Roman Britain were still physically present in the landscape, they were – for the most part – deserted and derelict, with only pockets of habitation in towns like London (Londinium) and Lincoln (Lindum Colonia) clustered around churches built within (and from) the Roman ruins. The villas had crumbled, the walls and forts had been abandoned or repurposed. The roads remained in use but had not been maintained for centuries. Britain had become essentially an island without proper towns or systematically organized infrastructure where evidence for settlement of any kind is sparse across large areas: particularly in Wales, Scotland, northern England and the extreme southwest. Nevertheless, though the focal points of power and wealth had shifted, Britain remained vital, with evidence – particularly in lowland Britain – of settlements ranging in size from small farmsteads comprising a handful of timber houses to monasteries and trading centres comprising homes and warehouses, churches and workshops, markets and riverside embankments.*** A handful of defended settlements – Hereford, Tamworth, Winchcombe – had appeared in Mercia during the eighth century, and many more of these ‘proto-towns’ would appear over the course of the Viking Age, some of them making use of Roman ruins, marking the re-emergence of widespread urban life.

			In the four and a half centuries before the coming of the Vikings, an enormous number of political entities appeared, re-emerged, flourished, dwindled, vanished or – in a very few cases – emerged as enduring geo-political units. Some were defined by territory and others by group or family identity. In England, a few traces of the old tribal-administrative geography survived.††† But for the most part, a patchwork of new territories divided up a land that had been overwritten – Roman and Celtic place-names superseded by Old English words that described the topography or named the dwellers on the land: the owners, the families, the kin-groups. The southwestern shires together formed the kingdom of Wessex – the kingdom of the West Saxons – whose heartlands lay in Dorset and Hampshire, but whose lands extended roughly to include Wiltshire, Berkshire, Somerset, Devon and (from the ninth century) Cornwall. Mercia, the great Midland realm, occupied the whole central portion of England from the Welsh borders to the Wash and from the Humber to the Thames. Northumbria – literally ‘the land north of the [River] Humber’ – exercised lordship over all of northern England and parts of lowland Scotland. East Anglia comprised the shires of Norfolk and Suffolk; the ancient kingdoms of Kent, Sussex and Essex still retained a vestigial independence despite generations of shifting subordination to their larger neighbours.

			In Wales a complex arrangement of kingdoms had emerged, some of which seem to have arisen from ancient tribal and territorial identities that stretched back into the Iron Age. The largest of these, as they existed in the ninth century, were Gwynedd in the north and northwest (the Ordovices), Dyfed in the southwest (the Demetae), Gwent in the southeast (the Silures) and Powys in the northeastern regions (the Cornovii); others, however, bore little or no relation whatsoever to Roman administrative geography and presented a shifting and apparently quite fluid pattern of overlordship and group affiliation, particularly in the region between the Wye and the Severn. All of these kingdoms, however, were ‘British’ in both a cultural and a linguistic sense and distinguished themselves in their own writings sharply from the ‘English’ realms of lowland Britain. They maintained the use of a Brittonic Celtic language and seem to have also fostered a sense of continuity with the Romano-British past in ways that the English speakers of the east did not.

			British kingdoms and peoples survived to the ninth century elsewhere in the island: in Cornwall, the descendants of the Cornovii (not to be confused with their namesakes in eastern Wales) maintained their independence until the mid-ninth century and their language for much longer.‡‡‡ In Scotland the Brittonic-speaking people of Alt Clut controlled the region bordering the Clyde from their fortress at Dumbarton Rock. Elsewhere in Scotland, however, territory was divided between the Pictish kingdoms that dominated the north and east and Dál Riata, a Gaelic-speaking kingdom that ruled the fractured western fringes of Scotland’s Atlantic edge and at one time spanned the Irish Sea to include the northeastern part of Ulster as well as Argyll and Lochobar. Both the Picts and the Gaels of Dál Riata spoke Celtic languages, though they were distinct from each other as well as from the language spoken by the Britons of Alt Clut and elsewhere.§§§

			Without exception, all of the kingdoms that would ultimately face the storms of the Viking Age were, by the ninth century, Christian realms. They possessed churches and monasteries, bishops and abbesses: men and women who laboured over manuscripts and venerated the lives of local saints who had baptized the faithful in familiar rivers and enacted miracles that illumined familiar hillsides. They were also territories ruled over by kings – rulers with a heightened sense of legitimacy that derived partly from historic and dynastic claims and partly from the sanction provided by religious ritual, their temporal claims validated by a divine seal of approval and supported by the infrastructure of the Church. Monasticism – protected by royal patronage – had given the technology of the written word to the rulers of Britain, granting them efficient new tools: law codes, legal documents, written lineages, chronicles. These attributes, alongside the protoplasmic urban spaces that were beginning to appear in some areas, lend the impression that Britain by the ninth century was on the cusp of becoming recognizably ‘medieval’ in its outward characteristics, utterly transformed from the late antique world of the fifth century.

			Finding a coherent way to explain these profound transformations is deeply challenging. Many of the developments that occurred during these crucial centuries were complex, drawn out and profoundly difficult to understand in the light of surviving historical and archaeological evidence. Several of them remain the most hotly contested and vigorously debated problems of early British history and any one of them could form the thematic heart of a book seeking a path through these centuries: the nature, effect and aftermath of the collapse of Roman governance; the scale of migration and the means by which new ‘English’ ethno-linguistic communities in Britain were formed; the progress and process of Christian conversion and the nature of the belief systems that were replaced; the construction (and disappearance) of new political entities across the island; the survival of overseas contact and the precise political/economic nature of that contact; the appearance of dynastic kingship; the introduction of monasticism, law and literacy; the emergence of new literatures, art styles and identities; profound linguistic change; the social, political and economic drivers of endemic militarism, warfare, conquest and subjugation. And so on.

			That is not to say that no ‘traditional’ history of early medieval Britain exists. There is, in fact, a common narrative that can be found in many older and popular treatments of the period. In broad terms, this tells how English-speaking settlers came to Britain from continental northern Europe and carved out new lands for themselves among a degenerate British population and the ruins of vestigial Roman antiquity. The newcomers established themselves in tribal groups that, over time, coalesced into pagan ‘Anglo-Saxon’ kingdoms covering much of the area that is now England, all the while happily slaughtering the native Britons and chasing the survivors into the wild margins of the land – to Wales and Scotland and Cornwall.¶¶¶ Through a process of quasi-Darwinian selection, these Anglo-Saxons warred against the Britons and among themselves until only the mightiest kingdoms remained: Wessex, Mercia, Northumbria, East Anglia, Kent, Sussex and Essex – an Anglo-Saxon ‘Heptarchy’ of nations.**** The pagan kings of these realms, having been exposed to the Christian faith of Rome by the missionary work of evangelists sent to Britain by Pope Gregory the Great (a process that began in 597 with the arrival of Augustine in Kent), led their communities in conversion, endowing churches and fostering monasticism. In the process, the Anglo-Saxons were revealed to be a ‘chosen people’ – the vehicle of divine providence (in contrast to the Britons, whose wrong-headed ‘Celtic’ Christianity was justly suppressed). Although rivalry between the Anglo-Saxon realms continued, it was the Viking cataclysm of the ninth century that ultimately destroyed the Heptarchy. During the 860s and 870s, marauding Viking barbarians left only the West Saxons and their king, Alfred, still in possession of their ancestral lands. On the plus side, however, this meant that the surviving Anglo-Saxons became a single nation under a single king – a king, moreover, possessed of such an extraordinary range of qualities that he was in fact ‘the most perfect character in history’.12 It was thanks to Alfred’s far-sighted wisdom, alongside the martial heroism of his son Edward and grandson Athelstan, that the heathen Viking menace was defeated throughout the former Anglo-Saxon lands. Finally in 937, a triumphant and unified kingdom of England was forged – united under the house of Wessex.

			This is the standard version of early English and British history: an Anglo-centric account of unfolding national greatness that congealed in the nineteenth century, stuffed full of familiar and outdated themes of English Christian nationalism. And, despite being factually incorrect in a number of ways and deeply questionable in others, it has exercised a powerful grip. Promoted in British schools and universities and through popular poetry and history it became a sustaining narrative for those who laboured to expand, preserve and justify Britain’s Empire in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.13 Its subtext – that the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ English were chosen by God, that they were inherently superior to the native British people whom they displaced, that their Christianity elevated their morality, that their violence against others was justified by the providential ends it served – provided a template to excuse and even celebrate the brutal treatment of both ‘Celtic’ and non-Christian people and their cultures wherever they were encountered across the globe. E. A. Freeman, the famous nineteenth-century historian of the Norman Conquest whose assessment of Alfred’s character is quoted above, wrote of America that ‘This would be a grand land if only every Irishman would kill a negro, and be hanged for it’.14 The enduring currency of attitudes like these within British colonies abroad fed easily into notions of racial superiority and Manifest Destiny – ideas which drove the genocidal expansion of European settlement in North America and elsewhere and bred a toxic legacy of white supremacy that has lasted to the present day.15

			Early British history, polluted by nationalist myth and racialized attitudes, has long been in obvious need of reframing. Scholars of the past half-century have worked hard to apply more critical standards to the assessment of sources and interpretative frameworks through which the period has been viewed. It is no longer justifiable to see this period through the prism of Christian progress or Britain’s imperial project. Replacing the traditional narrative with something truthful and nuanced yet easily grasped has not, however, proved easy – partly because more simplistic views of history continue to hold a powerful appeal for those who seek to make political use of them.†††† The problem is probably a fundamental one: perhaps the whole premise of a grand narrative is fatally flawed.

			All too often history – especially national history – becomes a narrative imposed from above, a map-maker’s view, an artificial imposition of order. I began to wonder how the processes that transformed Britain in the early Middle Ages might appear when observed from the ground – like a landscape experienced by foot rather than by air, feeling the gradient and beholding the view, walking beneath the canopy of the trees to find the places that the aerial observer cannot see. What might look from the air like jumble and disorder might, at ground level, appear rational and explicable in its earthbound context, when rooted in its place. Perhaps the ‘big picture’ is just the accidental accumulation of myriad local flowerings; maybe there is no easy way to explain why the picture turned out the way it did. The phenomena that defined Dark Age Britain were experienced by different people in different places in different ways at different times; their consequences were felt unequally and responded to in markedly divergent fashion. Dozens of kingdoms rose in the post-Roman political vacuum – some flourished and others fell, some undoubtedly left no trace whatsoever. In circumstances such as these, whose triumphs and tragedies are deserving of narrative focus, whose story worth the telling?

			The natural tendency, even in the most sophisticated approaches to the period, has been to focus attention on the larger kingdoms of early medieval Britain at the expense of many others. In England in particular, four kingdoms dominate the pre-Viking history of Britain, sucking up all the early medieval oxygen: Wessex, Northumbria, Mercia and East Anglia. This dominance is partly because these kingdoms gave rise to some of the most iconic characters, objects, monuments and manuscripts of the age: the Staffordshire Hoard and Offa’s Dyke (Mercia), Bede, the Lindisfarne Gospels and the tomb of St Cuthbert (Northumbria), the Sutton Hoo barrow cemetery (East Anglia), King Alfred and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (Wessex). But it also stems from the fact that three of these kingdoms – Wessex, Mercia and Northumbria – ultimately devoured many of their smaller neighbours and rivals over the course of the period, subsuming them within growing super-regional realms, stifling them before they had a chance to reach their potential.

			I decided early on that these were not the stories I wanted to tell, at least not from the perspectives of the bullies and the victors. Instead, it was the small fry of early medieval power politics that fascinated me – the little kingdoms that failed to survive the period in any meaningful, independent form; those realms whose struggles and failures, I felt, better represent early medieval Britain in all its diversity of place and experience. I allowed myself the conceit of imagining the book as a cabinet of curiosities – a wooden grid divided into nine equal square compartments, each compartment holding its own specimen, each one unique and precious and deserving of its space. Every chapter – every kingdom – would appear as an object to be taken in the hand and considered in the round, self-contained, as detailed and textured and fascinating as the next. Lost Realms is the result. By turning the history of early medieval Britain inside out I have written something very different from Viking Britain. This book does not tell ‘a story’, because there is no one story that can be told. It does not follow the progress of a single phenomenon as it irrupted into Britain; there were many seismic events and transformational processes that afflicted and roiled the island. It does not – it cannot – take a linear path through the chronology of its period; the chronology is everywhere muddied and confused by invention and reinvention, retelling and reordering. Certain questions, however, echo over and over through the biographies of these lost realms. How are kingdoms formed and why do they fail? How do communities adapt to change and how do they insulate themselves from it? How do they construct the past? How do they deal with loss? There is no single answer to these questions – and sometimes there are no answers to be found. But by looking for them through the lens of the little kingdoms, something can be seen that is more truthful than any nationalist fantasy.

			The nine kingdoms that are represented in the following chapters are a personal selection. They are not, however, a random selection, and in making the list I was guided by a few general principles. The first was to exclude the most obvious candidates. Consequently, the Big Beasts of Anglo-Saxon England – Wessex, Northumbria, Mercia, East Anglia – are not the subject of this book, even though their kings and prelates, wars and ambitions figure prominently throughout. A handful of other realms with a disproportionate prominence in early medieval historiography – the kingdom of Kent, for example, thanks to the richness of its archaeology and its role in the history of conversion and migration, and the Welsh kingdom of Gwynedd, the realm that would come to dominate Wales in the later Middles Ages and which still embodies ideas of ancient Welsh resistance to English rule – do not feature here. After those initial decisions, however, determining which kingdoms to exclude became more difficult. I knew that I wanted to represent the whole island of Britain so far as was possible. I also wanted to satisfy a sense of cultural balance by giving equal weight to regions traditionally regarded as ‘Anglo-Saxon’, ‘British’ or something else. There also had to be enough to say to warrant a substantial and sustained chapter; but not too much. As I have come to discover, these considerations are not easily balanced.

			One place to start is with the so-called ‘Tribal Hidage’. This is a list (preserved in an eleventh-century manuscript but believed to originate in the seventh or eighth century) of some of the formative kingdoms and tribal groups of lowland Britain – a document fundamental for understanding the political and economic geography of seventh-century Britain east of the River Wye and south of the River Wharfe.16 The document lists territories alongside the number of ‘hides’ each territory encompassed, a ‘hide’ being a unit of land that notionally supported a single homestead. The size of a hide could, therefore, vary considerably depending on the economic potential of the land and the number of hides therefore cannot be treated as a straightforward calculus for determining the size of a territory. Though the origins, purpose and accuracy of the Tribal Hidage are disputed, it was evidently an assessment of the economic value of various regions – possibly for the purpose of calculating the amount of tribute that could theoretically be extracted. Mercia (which appears at the head of the document and is known to have dominated southern Britain for long periods during these centuries) or Northumbria (whose two major constituent kingdoms – Deira and Bernicia – are conspicuously absent) are the places where the list most likely originated: both kingdoms wielded some form of arching authority over all or most of the territories named in the Hidage at one time or another.

			Leaving aside questions of purpose and authorship, the Tribal Hidage provides an invaluable – if crude and questionable – tool for identifying and mapping the political units that comprised central and southern England and ordering them roughly by their heft. The top four kingdoms are Wessex (100,000 hides), Mercia (30,000 hides), East Anglia (30,000 hides) and Kent (15,000 hides). Beneath them are seven others that were assessed at 7,000 hides each: the Weocansaetne (‘Wreocansaete’; roughly Cheshire and Shropshire), the Westerna (Herefordshire; elsewhere known as ‘Magonsaete’), the East Saxons (Essex plus Middlesex and parts of Hertfordshire and Surrey), the South Saxons (Sussex), Hwince (‘Hwicce’; mainly Gloucestershire and Worcestershire) and Lindesfarona (‘Lindsey’; northern Lincolnshire). Then there are the seven whose size varies between 1,200 and 5,000 hides: territories like those of the Ciltern sætna (4,000) and the Herefinna (1,200). Finally comes the mass of tribal groups – seventeen in all – whose hidage was assessed at less than a thousand apiece, including five – like the people of Hicca or East Wixna – whose territory supported only 300 notional homesteads.

			Four of the five territories from the Tribal Hidage that appear in this book – Hwicce, Lindsey, Essex and Sussex – were valued at 7,000 hides, a group of kingdoms whose one-time size and influence left enough to write about even though their status as independent kingdoms is often glossed over.‡‡‡‡17 All of them are typically considered to be ‘Anglo-Saxon’ kingdoms although, as we shall see, this label has very little explanatory value. Between them they represent the two peoples whom Bede in the eighth century described as comprising the bulk of the migrants from continental Europe who settled in Britain – the Angles (Hwicce and Lindsey) and the Saxons (Essex and Sussex) – though this, too, is deeply problematic.§§§§ (The Jutes, whom Bede mentions as the third migrant group to settle in large numbers, sadly do not get a look in; neither place where Bede situated Jutish settlement features in this book.¶¶¶¶)

			The only other chapter which takes as its subject a group listed in the Tribal Hidage, however, is that devoted to Elmet – the land of the Elmed sætna – a kingdom whose land in West Yorkshire was valued at a feeble 600 hides. It is perhaps true to say that Elmet is the most obscure of all the realms written about in this book. But it is also an important reminder that the Tribal Hidage is no secure guide to the historical significance of any of the territories it includes. Elmet, for example, had been subsumed by its neighbours before the Tribal Hidage was compiled and its diminished status there does not reflect its prior history as an independent British kingdom. The same may well be true of other minor groups listed in the Hidage, though for the most part any view of their former reach and power is, in comparison with Elmet, even more occluded.

			The remaining four kingdoms that are covered in this book do not appear in the Tribal Hidage at all. In three cases – Dumnonia, Powys and Fortriu – this is for the simple reason that they remained outside the limits of ‘Anglo-Saxon’ dominion until long after the Tribal Hidage was compiled (and, in the case of Powys and Fortriu, enduringly so). Dumnonia, in Britain’s southwestern peninsula, retained its independence until its absorption into Wessex in the mid-ninth century. Powys in northeastern and central Wales, though the kingdom seems to have periodically endured Mercian overlordship, ultimately lost its independence to the Welsh kingdom of Gwynedd at some point during the ninth century. Fortriu – the kingdom of the northern Picts centred on Moray, north of the Cairngorms – vanished with the creation of the kingdom of Alba in c.900, though its regional identity had already been subsumed into the wider Pictish realm. Lastly Rheged, like Elmet, is a kingdom whose origins remain deeply obscure. Even its location – traditionally Cumbria and Galloway – is far from certain. It is included here because its afterlife in Welsh medieval literature, in particular the reputation of its most famous king, Urien, elevates it above other comparable realms of what became known in Welsh as the Hen Ogledd (the ‘Old North’) and because the archaeology of the region with which it is traditionally associated speaks to important post-Roman developments.*****18

			In each case I have tried to give a sense – so far as can be known – of the circumstances in which these kingdoms came into being, the historical events that shaped them, their geography and archaeology and how they ceased to exist as independent realms. In several instances the latter point is difficult to define. While in some cases the end of a kingdom was decisive, elsewhere it was far from clear-cut. (The kingdom of Powys, for example, its original line of kings extinguished, was resurrected in the eleventh century as an appendage of the kingdom of Gwynedd and lasted as a principality until the late thirteenth century.) How I have understood the ‘end’ of a kingdom has therefore varied considerably. It is also important to recognize that knowledge of this period – whether derived from texts or objects or place-names – is often hard won and frequently remains contingent on new discoveries and the reinterpretation of evidence. Very few areas of the field are uncontested.

			What this means in practice is that the text of this book is beset by legions of qualifiers: words like ‘probably’, ‘conceivably’, ‘possibly’, ‘might’, ‘could’ and ‘may have’ advance over the page with alarming frequency. As do multiple frank admissions of total ignorance. If you prefer certainty in historical writing, ground that doesn’t shift beneath your feet, an unimpeachable record of dry facts and narrative churn, then this is not the book you’re looking for. What this also means, however, is that I have felt able to linger over material that is sometimes dismissed in books about the history of the early Middle Ages, taking time over legends and folklore, the fabrications and the embroideries, the many ways that people constructed memory and dealt with loss. Over and over again these chapters touch on the ways in which people reacted to notions of their own pasts and to the pasts of others, and how they forged a sense of belonging to landscapes from which they were alienated by cultural dislocation, dispossession and time. That, to my mind, is a subject worth exploring – however dark the road.

				
					* ‘Middle Earth’, a straightforward translation from the Old English term middengeard that Tolkien encountered in his reading of early medieval poetry, is the setting of The Hobbit (1937), The Lord of the Rings trilogy (1954–5) and the posthumously published The Silmarillion (1977) among other minor works.

				

				
					† ‘King Coel’ refers to the figure of Coel Hen (‘Coel the Old’; sometimes known as Coel Godebog or ‘Coel the Protector’), a legendary figure who stands at the head of a number of medieval Welsh genealogies. If he lived at all, he seems to have been a figure of the late fourth century. The ‘Seven Kingdoms of the English’ is a reference to the so-called ‘Anglo-Saxon Heptarchy’ (see below).

				

				
					‡ See ESSEX.

				

				
					§ Ceawlin’s regnal dates are confused: different sources attribute to him a reign of seven, seventeen or thirty-two years; historians tend to accept a short chronology and the suggestion that he ruled between 581 and 588.

				

				
					¶ The story of Britain’s experience in the Viking Age is the subject of my earlier book Viking Britain (HarperCollins, 2017).

				

				
					** For my use of the term ‘Anglo-Saxon’ and related issues see A Note on Terminology.

				

				
					†† That he thought about this in terms that would now be found troubling (‘things of racial […] significance’) marks Tolkien as a typically conservative scholar of his time; see A Note on Terminology.

				

				
					‡‡ See HWICCE.

				

				
					§§ It was this same region, along with the west Midlands countryside of his childhood, which inspired the gently rolling landscapes of the Shire in Tolkien’s depictions of Middle Earth.

				

				
					¶¶ The ‘Iron Age’ is generally considered to encompass the period c.800 BC–AD 100.

				

				
					*** These trading centres, or ‘emporia’, were known in Old English as wics (from the Latin vicus, an unplanned settlement, often attached to a Roman fort); some were located in the vicinity, but not within the walls, of old Roman towns – exploiting locations that were already poised to access communication by road, river and sea (e.g. Lundenwic was situated beside, but separate from, Roman Londinium).

				

				
					††† Kent is a notable example – the kingdom’s name and boundaries mirror the old tribal territory of the Cantii.

				

				
					‡‡‡ Cornish died out in the eighteenth century but was revived in the early twentieth century. Since 2002 it has been recognized by the UK government as a minority language under the terms of the Council of Europe’s Charter for Regional or Minority Languages.

				

				
					§§§ Celtic languages are divided into two groups. Goidelic (or ‘Q-Celtic’) and Brittonic (or ‘P-Celtic’). Gaelic (the language of the Gaels in Ireland and western Scotland) is a Goidelic language related to Manx, whereas Pictish (so far as it can be understood given the extreme scarcity of known Pictish words) is probably closer to the Brittonic languages spoken elsewhere in Britain (Welsh, Cornish, Cumbric) than it is to Gaelic, though its origin(s) are still in dispute.

				

				
					¶¶¶ For the people of those regions their resistance to the English – sometimes glorious but always fleeting – became a narrative of long defeat and noble sacrifice, of dispossession and stubborn resilience, thronged with the heroes of poetry and folklore.

				

				
					**** This term – literally the ‘rule of seven’ – was coined by the sixteenth-century antiquarian William Lambarde (1536–1601) and derived from the work of twelfth-century historians like William of Malmesbury and Henry of Huntingdon. It is actually rather unhelpful since at almost no time was the territory of England administered by precisely seven independent ‘Anglo-Saxon’ realms.

				

				
					†††† See A Note on Terminology.

				

				
					‡‡‡‡ In the Old English poem Beowulf, the eponymous hero is given (among other treasures) seofan þûsendo (‘seven thousand’) by Hygelac, king of the Geats. It is generally assumed by modern scholars that this is a reference to land and is normally translated as ‘seven thousand hides’; it may well be that 7,000 hides had a special significance as the measure of a substantial realm, albeit one that remained subservient to a more powerful overlord (the significance of which the following chapters will, I hope, make plain).

				

				
					§§§§ See, in particular, LINDSEY and ESSEX.

				

				
					¶¶¶¶ The kingdom of Kent (too big) and the kingdom of the Wihtwara on the Isle of Wight (too small).

				

				
					***** The other obvious candidate to represent this part of the island – Alt Clut – was treated at length by Norman Davies in his book Vanished Kingdoms (Penguin, 2010) and I had no desire to re-tread the same ground.
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			ELMET

			– West Yorkshire –

			Time sweetens

			The melting corpses of farms

			The hills’ skulls peeled by the dragging climate –

			The arthritic remains

			Of what had been a single strength

			Tumbled apart, forgetting each other –

			Ted Hughes, ‘The Sheep Went on Being Dead’, Remains of Elmet (1979)1

			In 2011 I attended the International Medieval Congress (IMC) at Bodington Hall, a complex of student accommodation owned by the University of Leeds on the outskirts of that city in West Yorkshire. The event – an annual gathering of medievalists from all over the world – had been held there since 1994 and over nearly twenty years the unique atmosphere of the venue became inextricably woven into the personal memories and career biographies of innumerable historians, archaeologists and literary scholars. My own overriding memory is of sitting alone by the back door of my ground-floor student cell, drinking a pint of very average beer from a plastic cup and listening to the distant, unsettling sounds of serious academics dancing to Dire Straits at the notorious IMC disco.

			In truth it would be hard to conceive of a place less conducive to a week-long immersion in the medieval past. Opened in 1961 to architectural acclaim, Bodington Hall was a model village of post-war modernism – a rash of green-panelled windows and orange brick, of squat rectilinear blocks and flat roofs, of metal-framed windows backed by brown patterned curtains, of chipped veneer and herringbone parquet and doors glazed with wire-inset safety glass – all set in a sea of anodyne parkland and sports fields.* Its removal from any sort of recognizable context left Bodington out of place and out of time – like the setting for a forgotten Cronenberg movie, an uncanny relic of a modernity that had come and gone.

			The last time the IMC was held at Bodington was in 2012. The site had been sold to developers and the entire complex was obliterated over the years that followed. There is now no trace of the halls of residence that once stood here, and the refectory – a temple of polished wooden floors and titanic mechanical drapes that once protected the modesty of its angular glazed flanks – was levelled in 2013. With it there vanished a world that can never be recovered, a complex locus of memory for the transient generations who inhabited its melancholy corridors and time-stranded halls. Most of the people who have come to inhabit the estate of tidy new housing on roads like Bodington Way and Woodsley View live their lives in ignorance of the shades of shabby student life that haunt their shrubberies, the post-modern critiques of Beowulf that susurrate behind their garages. Even fewer will pay any mind to the lost kingdom that lies even deeper below their feet.

			All places have their ghosts; with such a deep history of human habitation, an island as crowded as Britain is thick with them, the pasts of many ages layered one on top of the other like a pancake stack. West Yorkshire is as crowded as any other corner of the island, a region punctuated by the spectres of decommissioned power stations and ruined Methodist churches, girded by the relics of Stone Age hunters and the cairns of the prehistoric dead, a land of faded industrial power and aching pastoral subsistence. It was also – for one brief moment in the period that followed the end of Roman Britain – home to a little kingdom of surpassing obscurity: the kingdom of Elmet.

			In many ways, Elmet serves as an ideal introduction to the range of problematic sources faced during any exploration of Britain’s lost realms. Diverse, difficult and scarce as it as, the surviving record – whether historical, artefactual or onomastic – is forever accompanied by chronic uncertainty, ambiguity and falsehood. No one even knows exactly where the borders of the kingdom were drawn, only that it lay somewhere between the marshland of the Vale of York and the Pennines to the west. Nor can anything much be said of Elmet’s origin, and many of the most basic historical facts concerning the kingdom can never be uncovered. The reach of its power, the strength of its arms, the line of its kings, the lives of its people – all lie in shadow. Only a few glimpses of its heroes and warlords survive: Aliortus the wanderer, Madog the warrior, Gwallog whose deeds shook the mountains, Ceredig who lost his throne.

			Slender evidence suggests that the people of Elmet – like their British neighbours to the north and west – spoke a Celtic tongue and worshipped the Christian god. And, of course, the name of the kingdom endures.†2 But by the time anyone wrote of Elmet it was already gone. The Venerable Bede knew a little in the eighth century; the author of the ninth-century ‘History of the Britons’ (Historia Brittonum) may have known a little more. There are a few place-names, an inscription on a standing stone, a seventh-century ethnonym preserved in an eleventh-century miscellany. But the inescapable fact remains that the certain history of the kingdom of Elmet could be carved on a shin bone. It is a lost world, irrecoverable really, a whisper in the moorland grass; yet it was once a real place of people and things, of daily lives and a thousand tragedies and hopes – long since blown away like dandelion seeds, to land and grow or rot in patches far removed, in ways unrecognized and unmarked. What follows is all that remains.

			For the poet Ted Hughes (1930–98), Elmet was an area centred on Hepstonstall on the western edge of Yorkshire’s West Riding, ‘the deep valley of the upper Calder and its watershed of Pennine moorland […] territory roughly encircled by a line drawn through Halifax (on the east), Keighley (on the northeast), Colne (on the northwest), Burnley (on the west), and Littleborough (on the southwest): an “island” straddling the Yorks-Lancs border, though mainly in Yorkshire, and centred […] on Heptonstall’.3 Hughes imagines that the kingdom had shrunk under pressure from the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ east, the last partisans of Celtic independence fleeing west to the hills, holding out in this ‘narrow cleft and its side-ginnels, under the glaciated moors’.4 It is an idiosyncratic vision, but there is no one who can refute it. The simple truth remains that, though determining the kingdom’s general whereabouts is relatively straightforward, locating its heart and inscribing its borders remains almost impossible.

			What may be the earliest reference to a place and a people known by the name Elmet is found in the Tribal Hidage.‡ Here the Elmedsætna (‘the people of Elmet’) constitute a very small realm of only 600 hides (the same, in fact, as the figure given for the Isle of Wight). They are listed between the Pecsætna who inhabited the Peak District (and who gave their name to it, or vice versa), and the Lindes farona – the people of Lindsey – in what is now northern Lincolnshire (whose territory, by contrast, was numbered at 7,000 hides).§ Since both of these regions can be safely located, and the list also seems to be organized in geographical sequence, Elmet should occupy a position between them: i.e. in an area between the Pennines and the Vale of York, encompassing Leeds.

			Given the apparent location of Elmet, it is generally assumed that the kingdom of Elmet fractured from the remains of the Brigantian tribal confederacy that encompassed much of what is now northeast England. Though it can be little more than conjecture, it is possible that the withdrawal of Roman military units from what is now northern Britain at the end of the fourth century allowed pockets of British self-government to develop around former tribal centres and Roman garrison towns: one such – in the West Yorkshire region – may have formed the nucleus of the kingdom of Elmet. Skeletal remains recovered from sites at Garforth, Ferrybridge and the former Roman fortress at Castleford (all in West Yorkshire) have provided radiocarbon dates consistent with the fifth/sixth centuries. These burials bring us face-to-face with people who dwelt within the likely footprint of Elmet before its apparent disappearance, and tentatively suggest a previously unrecognized continuity with the Romano-British settlements, burial culture and infrastructure that gave birth to the kingdom.5 There are no historical records, however, that can shed any light on how exactly these people and places became organized into an independent realm.

			The earliest figure who can be associated with Elmet is a sixth-century character named Gwallog ap (‘son of’) Leenog. Legends of Gwallog largely survive in fables and fragments, almost all of them first written down centuries after his death, and these can play only a limited role in understanding the real world in which he lived. It was said, for example, in traditions preserved in the early ninth century, that Gwallog was one of four British warlords who, in the sixth century, fought against the English (and probably among themselves) for control of what would come to be referred to in Welsh literature as the Hen Ogledd (the ‘Old North’): a broad swathe of northern Britain south of Stirling and north of the Humber.¶ Later still, in the Welsh Trioedd Ynys Prydein – the ‘Triads of the Island of Britain’ – Gwallog was named variously as one of the ‘Three Pillars of Battle’, one of the ‘Three Bull-Protectors’ and one of the ‘Three Battle-Rulers’ of Britain; in later medieval Welsh prose he was called a companion of Arthur.**6 All of which, though it reveals nothing about the real man or his doings, is at least evidence that the name ‘Gwallog’ had made a memorable impression and retained powerful associations for centuries among the Britons of Wales.

			Gwallog, however, was also the subject of two poems which, in part at least, may be roughly contemporary with the man they describe.7 These are preserved in the famous ‘Book of Taliesin’ (Llyfr Taliesin), a compendium of verse that purports to be the collected poetry of the legendary eponymous bard (who must have lived, if he lived at all, in the second half of the sixth century). Although Llyfr Taliesin was compiled in its present form in the later Middle Ages, it does contain a number of poems which some scholars of Welsh literature believe might have originated in the late sixth century, even though they were written down by a fourteenth-century hand.†† In one of these poems Gwallog was remembered as ygnad ar Elvet: ‘the law-giver of Elmet’.8 On the face of it, little Elmet – at only 600 hides – was hardly equipped to sustain the reputation of mighty Gwallog ‘who made armies feeble’.9 However, the information that the Tribal Hidage contains was not recorded before the late seventh century.‡‡ By that time (as we shall see), Elmet seems already to have vanished as an independent realm and there is no knowing the true extent and power of Elmet in Gwallog’s day. It is also possible that Gwallog may have been the ruler of a large swathe of territory of which Elmet was only part: ygnad literally means ‘judge’, but it seems also to have had the sense of ‘overlord’.

			Certainly, the poetic celebration of Gwallog’s exploits saw him rampaging widely across northern Britain. ‘They tell me of feats in Pictland,’ the poet recalls, ‘and the region of Manaw and Edinburgh. […] He made provocation for York’ and ‘a hundred armies would tremble in Aeron’. Gwallog laid low his enemies ‘at Bathgate […] before Gwydawl […] on the Winster […] by Snow Hill […] at Pen Coed of the long knives’ where linger the ‘carrion crows everywhere’.§§ In the poetic imagination this Gwallog was a warrior of terrible effectiveness, ‘a warlike king, acrimonious’, who ‘made armies feeble’, a proponent of direct action who ‘preferred a pile of the slaughtered to trickery’. He was a warlord of whom it was said that ‘He who has not seen Gwallog, has not seen a real man’, a macho reputation that long outlived him.10

			Of all the references to Gwallog’s warlike deeds in early Welsh verse, however, one stands out: a snatched memory (in a possibly seventh-century poem commemorating Cadwallon of Gwynedd) of ‘brave Gwallog [who] wrought the desolation of brave and noble Catraeth’.11 Quite what Gwallog was doing at Catraeth (apart from wreaking desolation) is a mystery, but for anyone with any knowledge of early Welsh literature this place-name echoes loudly in the imagination. One battle that was famously fought there, probably sometime in the later sixth century, became the subject of the longest, and perhaps one of the oldest, of all British poems: Y Gododdin. This poem, contained in the manuscript Llyfr Aneirin (the ‘Book of Aneirin’), is purportedly the work of the poet Aneirin, another legendary bard of the sixth century.¶¶ It describes a campaign organized by Mynyddog Mwynfawr of Gododdin, a kingdom of the eastern Scottish lowlands. Its objective was apparently to wrest control of a place called Catraeth from the heathen English-speaking people of Deira and, possibly, Bernicia in what is now northeastern England, although theories have been advanced that place British protagonists on both sides of the conflict (one version of the poem also lists Picts and Irish as adversaries and, in truth, the precise circumstances are impossible to reconstruct).***12

			Whatever its relationship to the true history of Dark Age northern Britain, Y Gododdin is a poem of vivid imagery and pathos, a collage of commemorative vignettes for heroes who fell in battle and the great and bloody deeds they performed. Much of its power is derived from brief but repeated recollections of the year-long feast at the court of Mynyddog in Dun Eidyn (Edinburgh) that preceded the hopeless venture: images of mirth and drinking, of joyful heroes and warbands gathered from many realms, of gift-giving and swift horses and mead beside the hall-fire. In the end, however, the price of mead was death, and it was a price the lords of Gododdin and their allies were forced to pay in full:

			Men went to Catraeth, keen their warband.

			Pale mead their portion, it was poison.

			Three hundred under orders to fight.

			And after celebration, silence.

			Though they went to churches for shriving,

			True is the tale, death confronted them.13

			The story that Y Gododdin tells is of a military debacle that resulted in the almost total annihilation of the host of northern Britons.††† And, although the poet sought to gild the sacrifice of the the ‘laughter-loving’ young men who went to Catraeth, ultimately it is clear that they gave their lives for nothing but a brief mention in verse, finding none of the greater lasting fame that was attached to other heroes of Welsh tradition.‡‡‡14 Most of these warriors had come, apparently, from the land of Gododdin itself; but there were a number who joined the host of Mynyddog who had made longer journeys to the mead-hall at Dun Eidyn. Whether Gwallog of Elmet was among them is unclear – although Llyfr Taliesin connects him with Catraeth, Y Gododdin makes no mention of him at all. But the poem does name one warrior from Elmet who fought on the battlefield of Catraeth:

			When he butchered with blades, unbudging,

			He was
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