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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The Winchester mortuary chests and the remains they contain have fascinated visitors to the cathedral for centuries. My intention with this book is to tell the stories of the chests and of the tumultuous times that they, and the people interred within, have found themselves in. Another theme of the book has been to consider why the kingdom of Wessex, and Winchester in particular, took on such significance in the history of England in the early medieval period. For this reason, the emphasis of the book is very much on the south and south-west of England, to the occasional negligence of the rest of the country. 

I’ve taken the liberty of inventing a numbering system for the chests, placing them – vaguely – in chronological order, for simplicity and for narrative purposes. For discussions on the history of the chests and their contents, and the interpretations of who may really be inside them, I have relied on the excellent work by Martin Biddle and Birthe Kjølbye-Biddle (2005, 2016), Barbara Yorke (2021) and John Crook (2022) (see the select bibliography for full details). I’m especially indebted to John’s analysis, which takes into account the preliminary results of the Mortuary Chests Project, a research project led by a team of archaeologists from the University of Bristol in collaboration with Winchester Cathedral that began in 2012. While I have no personal involvement in the project, the team released partial results in May 2019, through a series of press releases and media statements. Further details of the results were also shared in the ‘Kings and Scribes’ exhibition in Winchester Cathedral, which opened in 2019 and is, at the time of writing, still open to visitors. The details incorporated in The Bone Chests are taken from those sources. As that project is still ongoing, their initial conclusions may well change – a normal part of the archaeological process! 

Each section of this book opens with a narrative based on real people who have interacted with the chests over the course of history. While their thoughts and sentiments are by necessity imagined, the facts are taken from historical sources. 

Ultimately, this is a story of past people and past lives, and of how their narratives are woven into what we refer to as history. It is a story of both the seekers and the sought, and the emphasis we place on physical remains and connections to the past – and not least, the power those remains have to shape our understanding of the present. 

Wessex, July 2023




WINCHESTER, 1642

Wednesday, 14 December, between 9 and 10 a.m.

In the early winter light, the city of Winchester is quiet. Inside the cathedral, the clergy are calmly going about their business, in this hour of the day set aside for administration. The looming threat to their community has not escaped them and the atmosphere is tense: two days ago, at noon on Monday, 12 December, Sir William Waller’s Parliamentarian soldiers entered the city. The country has descended into civil war, a conflict that has divided all levels of society between those who support the king, Charles I, and those who are for Parliament. Power and religion lie at the heart of the conflict, leaving religious institutions in danger. The clergy can only put their faith in God’s ability to keep them safe.

By now they know that their prayers are sorely needed. After passing through the gates of the city, the troops snatched horses belonging to the cathedral’s estate; verbal threats were enough to seize them. Later that night they broke into the clergy’s houses and the following day was filled with looting of the town at large – it would only be a matter of time before the cathedral fell victim too. So, on this Wednesday morning, there is little hope of defence when, in a sudden attack, invaders force their way into the six-hundred-year-old stone building through its great west door. The assault the soldiers have planned is more than just looting. Instead, it is a statement, their intent clear as they storm through the doors with colours flying, drums beating and torches lit. Some even ride their horses down the central nave of the vast cathedral, with its arcade of arches either side, all the way to the choir, stopping only at the altar. Here the destruction begins in full force: the altar itself is broken apart and the wood carried to a nearby alehouse, along with prayer books and hymnals, torn from their shelves, later to be burned to ashes. The precious organ is smashed, the carved and carefully decorated Old and New Testament stonework flanking the stalls of the choir shattered. With the holiest centre of the cathedral defaced, the soldiers turn to their next target: the mortal remains of the ancient, venerated dead.

The cathedral is filled with tombs, statues and memorials, and the soldiers are thorough. Monuments are wrecked and defaced in acts of wanton vandalism, in order to send a clear message. Finally, they turn their attention to the top of the finely carved stone screens that surround the central presbytery, the cathedral’s beating heart, where religious ceremonies have been performed for nearly seven centuries. There, on a ledge, sit ten neatly spaced wooden chests, five on each side; placed up high to save them from ‘rude and profane hands’ by Richard Fox, the 57th Bishop of the See, in the 1520s. Cnut, Emma, William Rufus, Egbert and numerous other West Saxon kings lie within the chests; as do venerated ancient bishops. On this day in December, the soldiers clamber up the stone arches of the screens to reach their goal, the nimblest among them scurrying up the columns. When they get to the top, cheers and roars of success ring through the din.

Unceremoniously, the sacred chests are ripped open. Inside, bones reverently collected and curated by Fox and his predecessors are callously rifled through. But this is not enough. On the north side of the choir, the soldiers throw down the chests, smashing their contents onto the hard stone floor.

Yet this is a step too far for some of the onlookers. Voices cry out, compelling them to stop, and soon the Parliamentarian commanders take action, restraining their men from throwing down the rest of the chests. Still, the damage is done. The bones of the ancient kings of Wessex lie scattered on the floor of the cathedral, where they are deliberately trampled upon. The remaining chests may be saved but these bones will not be. As the destruction of the building resumes, observers watch in shock as the soldiers pick up the bones and hurl them at the beautifully crafted stained-glass windows that adorn the cathedral. The sacred remains of kings, queens, bishops and saints are used as missiles, shattering the artworks until nothing more than fragments are left on the floor below. Before the soldiers finally leave, they take with them items of silver and gold, anything they can find that is of value and portable: everything that is not, they have defaced or destroyed. The residents of Winchester can but watch as the troops ride through the streets carrying their spoils, some of them even dressed in the priests’ vestments. The desecration of the cathedral is complete, and their message delivered.

It is only hours later, recovering from their terror, that the cathedral clergy begin to pick through the detritus of the onslaught, attempting to return what remains of those sacred bones to a safe place once again.




WINCHESTER CATHEDRAL, 2012

In the southern corridor of the cathedral, a group of people has assembled. Half of them are clad, top to toe, in white paper overalls, with plastic goggles covering their eyes, masks over their mouths and nitrile gloves protecting their hands. For the first time in decades, the six mortuary chests that sit on top of the cathedral choir screens will be opened and their contents forensically analysed, using the latest scientific methods. A metal scaffold has been erected along the length of the stone choir, with a platform running around the narrow ledge where the chests now sit. The gentle voice of the cathedral’s vice-dean travels across the space as he prays for the success of the project and in memory of the deceased. Two members of the forensic team carefully climb the ladder, the sound of metal against stone echoing around the quiet cathedral. When they reach the platform, they move to either side of the central chest, the one inscribed with the name of the eleventh-century king Edmund Ironside. Gently holding on to its sides, they lift the elaborately carved, painted lid and place it on the platform where they stand. Inside the chest, another, simple and unadorned wooden chest is revealed. Using the handles on its short ends, they lift this out too and put it on the platform. Here more members of the team wait with rolls of tin foil; gingerly, they wrap the chest to seal it, securing it with tape, taking every precaution to make sure the contents within are not contaminated. From the ground, a red mechanical cherry-picker slowly lifts a wide pallet towards them; they place the inner chest safely on the pallet and it is lowered to the ground. The process is carefully repeated with the remaining chests, each of them labelled before they are taken, one by one, to the far eastern end of the building. Here the Lady Chapel beyond the retrochoir, one of three smaller spaces usually reserved for quiet worship, has been turned into a temporary laboratory. The bones in the chests cannot leave the cathedral, their home for more than nine hundred years.

Inside the chapel, the team of anthropologists gets to work. The first chest is lifted onto a central table and the tin foil gently removed. Raising the lid, they see bones lying neatly laid out inside, clearly those of several individuals. Before a single bone is touched, the chests are photographed and drawn by hand in intricate detail, so that the exact position of each individual item is known and recorded. Afterwards, the bones are removed one by one and placed in a labelled bag ready to be described, documented, measured and identified. The team’s aim: to catalogue and analyse the remains in an attempt to confirm whether, as they proclaim, the chests really contain the bones of the men and women who, in the space of five hundred years, witnessed and orchestrated the creation of England, fuelled and fortified by the actions of invading and settling Vikings and their descendants.




CHEST I




KINGDOMS

Cynegils d. 643

Æthelwulf d. 858
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JUNE 2019

I walk down the side aisle of Winchester Cathedral on a blustery and wet summer’s day, jostling for space with locals and tourists taking shelter from the weather. A choir is practising for an evening performance, while a guide points out the tomb of Jane Austen to a group of Americans; a red rose lies wilting on the slab of her grave set into the floor beneath us. Walking across to the centre of the nave, I look up, taking in the vast scale of the stone structure. Winchester Cathedral was once the longest church north of the Alps: when first built, it measured a full 162 metres from end to end.

The current cathedral, like most of its kind, is a patchwork of architectural iterations that only a trained eye can tease apart; each generation has added its enhancements to the eleventh-century structure commissioned by the new Norman elite, as led by the newcomer William the Conqueror. At the time the cathedral formed part of the Normans’ extensive architectural reform of the nation’s churches, a symbol of their desire to make an indelible, physical mark on his new territory. Before London began to play a leading political role around the turn of the eleventh century, Winchester had been highly significant for centuries: a key political and religious centre, first in the kingdom of Wessex, then in the fledgling country of England.

I turn to look towards the broad western front of the cathedral, with its three doorways and vast stained-glass window above, nine frames, or lights, wide. The frontage itself dates to the fourteenth century, its construction having been completed after the Black Death temporarily interrupted progress in the 1340s.

From a distance, there is nothing unusual about the window. The brightly coloured glass set within lead framing seems typical of its kind, and it’s only when you walk up close that you notice that each of the fifty-three separate lights is a mosaic, made up of unevenly sized fragments: occasionally you can see a figure, a head or even a coat of arms, but mostly the glazing is more of an abstract composition. Here you get a glimpse of what the medieval visitor would have seen: an ornate depiction of the life of Christ, with apostles and prophets alongside him. The window is one of the few reminders left of the cathedral’s fate during the Civil War, its original having suffered terribly in the Parliamentarian attack of 1642. After the onslaught all the glass that could be salvaged was diligently collected and kept, until a new mosaic was created some time after 1660.

Although they may be subtle, echoes of the past are all around me in this space. If you look carefully enough, you will no doubt find every century represented, with its religion, history, politics and sentiments, either through the architecture or more directly through the names, graves and actions of people whose lives were entwined with Winchester’s past.

Today, I’ve come here specifically to see the mortuary chests. Turning my back to the window, I walk down the central nave again and just before the north and south transepts could take me either to the left or right, I reach the presbytery and the choir (or quire). A carved wooden screen divides the choir from the nave, separating clergy from worshippers. This is the oldest of the medieval choirs in England to survive largely intact: its elaborately carved wooden screens and furniture depicting foliage and figures, including so-called green men and a falconer, among many figures of a non-biblical nature. Up a few steps, the space is bounded at the other end by the Great Screen rising behind the high altar, an exceptionally intricate stone carved screen originally installed at the bequest of Cardinal Beaufort, one of Winchester’s fifteenth-century bishops. The stone edifice centres on the figure of the crucified Christ, with tiers of statues all around representing the Company of Heaven. The current statues are just over a hundred years old, the originals having been systematically removed and destroyed in the reforms that took place in 1547: in acts of iconoclasm, devout Protestants demolished depictions of religious figures lest they encourage idolatry.

Today, however, with all this lavish craftmanship on display, it is easy to miss the bone chests. On either side of the presbytery are further stone screens separating it from the aisles to north and south. If you look up, you see a ledge several metres up, and here, in each of the six stone arches, a carved, painted and decorated wooden chest has been placed. Those six chests are the last to survive. Of the original ten that were commissioned in the 1520s by Bishop Fox, six were smashed by the Parliamentarians and four remain; the final two are replacements made around 1661.

The chests’ history is an extraordinary and at times tragic tale; their story like something out of a Dan Brown novel. The bones within have survived – just – more than a millennium’s worth of remarkable events, including the raid that left bones scattered and commingled on the cathedral floor. Each chest has a painted, Latin inscription, giving the names of the people allegedly interred within: people who made an indelible mark on the country’s history. Thanks to these mortuary chests, Winchester is the only location in England where so many pre-conquest royals have been buried together in one place.

As I move closer and study each in turn, I see names that I recognise well: William Rufus – son of the Norman conqueror, notoriously described as ‘the evil king who indulged unashamedly in unspeakable debauchery’. There’s Eadred, a tenth-century king who expelled the Norwegian ruler Eric Bloodaxe and brought Northumbria under final English control; King Cynewulf, an eighth-century ruler who secured West Saxon independence on the eve of the first Viking attacks. Cnut the Great, the Viking ruler responsible for England’s neglected invasion, is here too: he is the oft-forgotten king who for nineteen years included England in his Scandinavian empire. Remarkably, a woman is listed among the names as well: Queen Emma, wife first of King Æthelred the Unready, then of Cnut. The daughter of the Duke of Normandy, a powerful queen and mother of kings, who ultimately helped her great-nephew William the Conqueror stake his claim to the country. Ironically, Ælfwine, a bishop famously accused of having an illicit affair with Emma, is named here too.

Yet when you dig into the history of these chests, it is clear that the list of names cannot tell the full story. Written records dating back centuries before the chests were made tell of other names, whose remains may also have become jumbled up inside: more kings and several bishops. By the time of the Norman conquest in the eleventh century, Winchester had become the burial place for the rulers of England, with more recorded in this single place than anywhere else. But why here?

I walk out of the presbytery and into the northern aisle, to take a closer look at the chest in the far corner, inscribed with two names. One, I know well: Æthelwulf, the father of Alfred the Great, who laid the foundations for his son’s immense success. The other I am less familiar with: Cynegils, who died in 648, at a time when there was no cathedral here and not even an England.

A church – likely its first – was built in the city in the seventh century, during the rule of Cenwealh, Cynegils’ son. Emerging from the ruins of a former Roman town, that church was built during Winchester’s fledgling years before it emerged as a major religious and political centre only a few centuries later. The church, later to transform into a minster – a church that was the focal point of a monastic community – then a cathedral, was the jewel in its crown; the city, for a while, the nucleus of the country.

As I stand in the aisle that bustles with tourists, I’m struck by how few people stop to look up at the chests and how, among those few who do glance up, so few seem to appreciate their importance. Are they, I ask myself, really as significant as I think they are? Are such old bones still relevant in the twenty-first century? There is so much we don’t know about these chests’ histories: we’re not even sure if the remains within have anything to do with those who are named on the outside. But perhaps, by untangling the bones, we might get closer to understanding not just who they were but also, why their remains have been preserved, and how their unique life stories fit into broader historical narratives – not least, the creation of England, and the stories we have told about that in the succeeding centuries. But to do so, we need to go back to where this all really began: the story of the kingdom of Wessex.




KINGDOMS

In 611, according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle,[1] a king by the name of Cynegils succeeded to the throne in Wessex. In the time since the fall of the Roman empire two centuries earlier, what we now recognise as England had begun to materialise as a series of separate units, one of which was Wessex, the kingdom of the West Saxons, where Winchester is located. The realms’ borders would wax and wane tumultuously over the centuries until England, as a country, began to take shape in the tenth century.

Yet the starting point for these kingdoms following the collapse of Roman rule is still unclear to us. After four centuries of Roman prosperity, in which Britain saw enormous growth in the number of towns, in industry, in agricultural productivity, and significant social and cultural change, the fall of Rome had an abrupt impact. By the end of the fourth century, towns and villas start to be abandoned across Britannia; coins are no longer minted; the production of pottery ceases. Cities such as the once prospering Londinium turn into veritable ghost towns. Life changes for the inhabitants of Britain: with the regular Roman army and members of the civil service either withdrawn or no longer paid in cash, the industries that propped up the economy become unsustainable and subsistence farming returns.

There were a few exceptions. Recent discoveries have challenged the view of an entirely desolate country: at the well-known Roman villa at Chedworth in Gloucestershire, a mosaic has been radiocarbon dated to the middle of the fifth century, well after the production of such crafts[2] was thought to have ceased. It seems some of the people in the south-west were still living in luxury. Overall, however, the change was sudden and severe. Continental sources describe pagan raiders on the shores of Gaul, across the English Channel, in the fifth century and other sources depict the Britons being ravaged by Pictish and Irish attacks from the north. Then, if the sixth-century writer Gildas is to be believed, the real tragedy begins: the Saxons arrive on British shores and bring considerable misery in their wake. Gildas’ tract, known as On the Ruin and Conquest of Britain (De excidio et conquestu Britanniae), states that the Saxons arrived as mercenaries to help fight against attackers from the north and west but later revolted against their allies.

A version of Gildas’ narrative features in most subsequent early English writers’ accounts of their history, taking his words more or less at face value. Somewhere from this point on, then, that origin story, the adventus Saxonum, became an indelible part of English history. But is the story true? Perhaps the most influential early English historian is a monk known as the Venerable Bede, who wrote the Ecclesiastical History of the English People in the eighth century. Living in Jarrow, Northumbria, Bede worked on his history of England for several years before its completion in 731 or shortly thereafter. It has proved one of the most influential and significant early medieval historic accounts ever since and it is, indeed, one of our most valuable sources for this period of English history. In it, Bede elaborates on the arrival of the Saxons, describing the three powerful Germanic tribes – Angles, Saxons and Jutes – that would later become the English people. In the year 449, according to Bede, the Angles or Saxons were invited to come to Britain by a king named Vortigern: they arrived in three longships and were granted lands in the east of the island on the condition that they protected it. However, Bede continues, this disguised their real intention. Instead of guarding the new territory, the newcomers sent word home summoning substantial new forces, which arrived with the aim of subduing the land of the Britons.

Bede’s account is now understood to be deeply problematic: the idea of Germanic settlers arriving with fully formed identities relating to the continental tribes from which they originated is much too simplistic. For one thing, although some other groups were mentioned, Bede failed to mention groups such as the Franks, who are known to have come across the English Channel. More importantly, all the evidence now points to a situation in which identities were far more complex; those early migrants were a melting pot of people and origins. Writing several centuries after the time he describes, Bede was more likely reflecting a desire to explain the emergence of the strong identities that he understood from his own time, to give them a legitimacy by drawing them back into a past that was largely imagined.

There is now widespread agreement that these accounts are at best incomplete and at worst mythical and entirely fanciful. Similarly, the manuscripts of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which provide a year-by-year account of events going back to the Roman invasions, began to be compiled from the end of the ninth century in the court of King Alfred, with the deliberate intention of creating a unified identity and a legitimisation of the Wessex ruling house.

As origin stories, they must therefore be taken with a pinch of salt. If we look to the archaeological evidence, however, we see this: there are, indeed, correlations between material culture in parts of England and that on the continent. Yet on the whole, in the late fifth century, identities and origins were clearly mixed and multi-faceted. By the time we reach 600, however, the situation had changed considerably and larger, regional identities had been formed, a key aspect of which was the creation of elites: newly minted high-status families operating within social networks where material culture, gift exchange and marriage were all key components.

Identities were, in particular, expressed through the costumes of women. In Norfolk and on either side of the Humber, for instance, starting around 475, well-dressed women wore distinctive metal wrist-clasps sewn to the ends of their sleeves. The clasps hooked together a particular type of cuff, indicating that these women were wearing long-sleeved undergarments of a type known to be fashionable in western Norway. This implies that a certain number of Norwegian women – likely men too – had migrated and within a short space of time the fashion had spread and been widely adapted. Similar trends sprang up elsewhere: in Kent especially, inspiration could be drawn from fashions across the Channel, from the territory of the Franks. Within a few generations, such trends began to solidify into regional social markers. Jewellery and material culture, of course, formed only a small part of a much larger set of practices that altogether composed patterns of sameness and difference; patterns that were recognised as markers of identity. However, how the actual kingdoms that we later recognise came into being still requires some thought. There are two main views on this. The first suggests the idea of continuity, with kingdoms developing from the territories that existed in Roman Britain and areas like the Roman civitas – which had been a form of local government administration – being taken over by new warrior bands. The other view considers the process as being something entirely new, with no continuity and new kingdoms instead forming from the coalescence of smaller units, completely detached from pre-existing territories. There are certainly cases where one or the other makes sense, but it is hard to prove anything either way. However, numerous seventh-century kingdoms appear to map onto the Romano-British civitates and in some parts of the country, place names also suggest continuity: the name Devon relates in some way to the Dumnonii and Cornwall to the Cornovii.

The question of to what extent migration was involved in the making of what later became England remains contentious; some still argue that this Englishness was an entirely internal innovation while for others Bede’s perspective – or something very much like it – is considered the gold standard.

Various scientific methods have been used over the years in attempts to answer this question of migration and understand the relationship between incoming Saxons and native Britons. These have included cranial measurements (phrenology) – a method that fell out of favour after its extensive use in racial stereotyping in the lead-up to the Second World War – and attempts at detecting race in skeletal material. Height and stature, for example: large-scale studies of cemeteries have shown that so-called Anglo-Saxon weapon burials often contained the remains of taller men. These wealthy graves, holding men with one or more weapons, were believed to be those of ‘Saxons’, whereas graves without weapons were more likely to be ‘Britons’. However, there is no such way of detecting race or ethnicity. Height differences may well be genetically determined but equally, nutrition and access to a good diet will have a significant impact as well.

A DNA study recently tried to resolve the question of the size and type of migration events in Britain’s history through the use of modern genetic samples. The study involved analysing the DNA of people alive today, on a large scale, as variations in genetic markers can reflect the movement of people in the past. The work claimed to show clear evidence in England of Saxon migrations, but with only a limited proportion of Saxon ancestry: the researchers estimated[3] the maximum to be 50 per cent in central and southern England, and more likely in the range of 10–40 per cent. Yet this study has drawn criticism for a number of reasons, not least because it is difficult to untangle precisely when genetic changes took place in the past. Migrations from southern Scandinavia to England during the Viking Age, for example, would have seen people with the same genetic background arrive only a few hundred years later.

A more accurate result could come from the study of ancient DNA, the direct analysis of people alive at the time. There is great potential here, as around ten thousand graves[4] from the earliest years of the medieval period have been recovered. In 2022, a team published the results[5] of a large-scale, genome-wide ancient DNA analysis of 278 individuals from England dating to the early medieval period. The dataset was compared to DNA from skeletal remains from elsewhere in north-western Europe, as well as modern DNA, in order to investigate the extent of migration into England. The results were very clear: there had been a high degree of mobility, with up to 76 per cent of ancestry in eastern England deriving from the continental North Sea zone, from a migration that included both men and women of higher and lower status, identified from their gravegoods or other burial markers; in other words, people from all parts of society. There were, however, also individuals with little or no continental northern European (CNE) ancestry. Because the team could also identify family relationships, they found clear evidence, in several cemeteries, of mixing between ancestry groups. In one case, for instance, they showed that a family with several generations of CNE ancestry had integrated with a woman of ancestry they defined as ‘Western British and Irish’ (WBI), and had subsequent children with mixed CNE and WBI ancestry.

But while the team found high levels of migration throughout the sites they studied, there were variations between them; clearly no single pattern could fit all of England. The research showed, for example, more evidence of migration in cemeteries in south-eastern England than elsewhere, something that also fits with the archaeological evidence. When they compared the English dataset with those of other sites in Europe, it became clear that the likely origins of most migrants were to be found in the region that stretches from Denmark, south-western Sweden and northern Germany to the northern Netherlands. Intriguingly, however, they also found evidence of contact with Frankish territories, something that, again, matches the archaeology. The team was also surprised to discover that some of the migrations continued through the entire period, beginning very early on: some samples came from later Roman contexts. Elsewhere, sites like Sedgeford in Norfolk showed migration taking place as late as the eighth century, which has an impact on our understanding of the Viking Age migrations that began not long after.

Isotope analysis of human remains is another way of identifying first-generation migrants. We are, quite literally, what we eat, and our food and drink become the building blocks of all our tissues, from skin and bone to the enamel on our teeth that was formed during our childhood years. As we are constantly evolving organisms, our lunch today turns into the fuel of the cells that create the hair growing out of our scalps in a matter of days. This makes us walking diaries of our lives because what we consume carries with it subtle chemical signals that reflect not just the type of food we eat, but also where it was grown. All elements, such as carbon and oxygen, exist in different isotopes, which are simply atoms with different atomic weights. Variation in the ratios of these isotopes, however, can be specific to particular food types or environments, and those differences are passed up the food chain from soil to grain to wheat to bread to consumer. A loaf of bread made from wheat grown in Scotland will have a different isotopic signature to one from Frisia; drinking water imbibed in Norway will exhibit a different signature to that consumed in Wales. When our teeth are formed, those signatures are permanently locked into our enamel and can be measured when a skeleton is taken to a lab more than a millennium later. A recent large-scale study[6] of cemeteries across England dating from the fifth to the eighth centuries also showed that migration took place throughout the entire period, both within Britain (especially from west to east) and from all regions of continental Europe, Scandinavia and even warmer areas like North Africa. Overall, the percentage of migrants appeared to be slightly lower than in the ancient DNA study.[7] This could show us the longer-term perspective: descendants of migrants will have ‘foreign’ DNA but local isotope patterns.

The reality of the so-called Anglo-Saxon migrations, then, seems to be that there really was a high degree of mobility and migration across all levels of society and from a wide range of places, and they were not quite the very specific invasions the sources describe. Yet for centuries those migrations described in the Chronicle and by Bede have been seen as the key to England’s history. ‘It is with the landing of Hengest and his war-band at Ebbsfleet on the shores of the Isle of Thanet that English history begins,’ wrote the historian John Richard Green in 1892. ‘No spot in Britain can be so sacred to Englishmen as that which first felt the tread of English feet.’ For Victorian historians such as Green, keen to pursue this noble origin story of the English, there were plenty of sources to go by. Importantly, the material that they relied upon, such as Bede’s eighth-century account, had itself already been emphasising the key moments, groups and people that were venerated in Bede’s own time.

The political landscape at this point in the post-Roman story is traditionally referred to as a heptarchy – a collection of seven kingdoms: East Anglia, Essex, Kent, Mercia, Northumbria, Sussex and Wessex. But this is almost certainly not the full picture. The idea that England was formed of these seven kingdoms is usually considered to have been conceived by the historian Henry of Huntingdon, when writing his book Historia Anglorum – the ‘History of the English People’ – in the twelfth century. Henry’s narrative of England revolves around five great invasions, namely those of the Romans, the Picts and the Scots, the Angles and the Saxons, the Danes, and the Normans. He sees these as punishments that were inflicted on the people because of their lack of faith in God. For Henry, the unification of the English monarchy came about through the success of strong kings who ended up with large kingdoms after having defeated warring petty kings. Those he selected were the most prominent kingdoms found in documentary sources and some have gone as far as to suggest that Henry picked his own vision of Anglo-Saxon history. These were not the only kingdoms, but they were the ones that, towards the end of the period, became the major players.

Intriguingly, there has been a recent suggestion that the seven kingdoms also appear in a very unexpected source. In his Book of Precious Records, the tenth-century Persian historian Ibn Rusta records a passage derived from another Arabic writer by the name of Hārūn ibn Yah.yā. The text describes how you could sail for three months from Rome to Burgundy, travel across mountains and ravines for a month to get to the land of the Franks, then overland until you got to the capital of Britain. This, he says, ‘is a great city on the shore[8] of the Western Ocean, ruled by seven kings’. The reference is difficult to interpret – was there actually a concept of a heptarchy already in existence, two centuries before this would be suggested by Huntingdon? And not only that, but also that this concept was known about as far away as Byzantium or Constantinople, where Ibn Rusta’s source may have originated? While unprovable, it is certainly possible, although it is equally possible that the account refers to other subdivisions prevalent in the tenth century.

WESSEX’S FIRST CHRISTIAN KING

Despite all the problems with the sources, it appears that by the time Cynegils – that earliest king in the mortuary chests – came to power in 611, what would come to be known as Wessex was a regional, recognisable entity. The kingdom would not take on its best-known form until the eighth century and there are no maps or descriptions of the boundaries of its earliest version. An account of the formation of Wessex is given in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. The story goes that in the year 495, a Saxon by the name of Cerdic landed with his son somewhere on the south coast, where the two fought against the native Britons. A little while later, in 514, the West Saxons came to Britain with three ships, fighting against the Britons and putting them to flight. Further battles ensued until, in 519, a decisive victory enabled Cerdic to establish his superiority, and from this, the Chronicle states, came the origin of the Wessex lineage. Others had arrived on the scene too. The Chronicle notes that a certain Port and his two sons landed at Portesmupa (Portsmouth) and battled the Britons in the year 501. The Venerable Bede states that Jutes had established a province on the Isle of Wight that extended to the southern English mainland opposite. It has been suggested that this Jutish land could be that relating to Port and his sons. These individuals, then, were recorded as being among the founding fathers of the later kingdoms, to whom genealogies would be carefully crafted.

Cynegils’ long rule was marked by warfare and rivalry, and many subsequent alliances with neighbouring Mercia. But the single event that was to define his reign – and is perhaps the reason why his name is one of the few that appear on the mortuary chests – is Wessex’s conversion to Christianity.

The Roman empire had been officially Christian from the 360s onwards and this included Britain. Yet religion is rarely clear-cut: while Roman Britain in general embraced Christianity, pockets of paganism survived; equally, after Rome’s fall, the new religion had not entirely faded away. In fact, there remained strong regional differences and in western Britain, Christianity dominated. Eastern Britain told a different story: here the new religion had never quite taken as firm a root during Roman rule as it had in the west and as a consequence had little to cling to afterwards. Towards the end of the sixth century, however, missionaries were starting to take England’s conversion to Christianity very seriously, especially in the pagan east.

Conversion proved key to the narrative written down by Bede. In 596, he tells us, Pope Gregory ‘was inspired by God to send his servant Augustine with several other God-fearing monks to preach the word of God to the English nation’. In an account emphasising the paganism of the people of England, the delegation got only a short way along their journey before they became nervous: ‘For they were appalled at the idea of going to a barbarous, fierce, and pagan nation, of whose very language they were ignorant.’ They sent back Augustine, who was due to be consecrated bishop if the group were welcomed by the English, only for the Pope to respond that it was better not to have undertaken a high enterprise than to abandon it halfway: the group should buck up and get on their way. In the end, the mission proved successful. Landing on the Isle of Thanet, the group were given permission to preach in Kent and soon afterwards Augustine established his episcopal see in the city of Canterbury.

Yet the local success of Augustine’s mission failed to lead to a general embrace of Christianity. It is difficult to judge what this meant in real terms, among the broader population. Even through archaeology, religion is very tricky to study and detect. Religious symbols such as crosses might give clues, but they don’t help us determine how widely accepted a religion was. Burials are frequently used as a source of information, because funerary rites are often closely linked to religious beliefs. But even this is not clear-cut: while the rich pagan graves filled with gravegoods contrast sharply with simple Christian graves containing nothing but the body, this does not mean that unfurnished graves – that is, those without gravegoods – imply a deceased Christian.

Nonetheless, it seems clear that seventh-century Wessex was still pagan territory and Bede gives us the narrative of its conversion in 635, by none other than Cynegils. That year, Bede tells us, an Italian missionary named Bishop Birinus had promised Pope Honorius to take it on himself to reach ‘those most inland and remote regions of the English, where no other teacher had been before him’ – an area thought to be the Midlands. But Birinus never got that far, since soon after his arrival he entered the territory of the Gewissae (a group later to be named the West Saxons), who he found to be completely heathen. This, then, offered him a suitably needy audience and he decided to make it his focus, instead of seeking out more distant converts. We don’t know the full circumstances around the event, but it is possible that Birinus made a beeline for the king’s court in Oxfordshire in an attempt to convert Cynegils. Bede writes that when Cynegils agreed to be baptised, King Oswald of Northumbria – already a Christian – happened to be present to witness the conversion. He also explains that Oswald offered Cynegils an alliance by taking him as his godson, while Oswald married Cynegils’ daughter Cyneburh. Afterwards the two kings jointly gave Bishop Birinus the city of Dorcic – Dorchester-on-Thames – for his episcopal see. Cynegils’ son Cenwealh would also convert to Christianity a few years later, but not before an initial challenge: apparently, when Cenwealh succeeded to the throne on his father’s death, he refused to accept the new religion. According to Bede, it took a war with neighbouring Mercia, which was under the rulership of King Penda – incidentally a pagan – to convert Cenwealh. Originally married to Penda’s sister, Cenwealh left her for another woman, who Bede leaves unnamed. This clearly did not go down well with Penda and drove him to war, causing Cenwealh to flee into exile in East Anglia: here, in the court of King Anna, he learned about and accepted Christianity, and was baptised.

We don’t know exactly when Cynegils died but according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, after his accession he held the kingdom for thirty-one years. This would place his death around 642, but we have no information about how he died or what happened to his body. The next we hear of his remains is the inscription on one of the mortuary chests. But how did he end up there? He would almost certainly have been buried somewhere else first, maybe Dorchester-on-Thames, because Winchester’s heyday was yet to come, under the authority of his son Cenwealh.

OLD MINSTER – THE HEART OF A FLEDGLING TOWN

‘Oldminster … became the very heart[9] of the civilization of Wessex, and of England, and one of the foundation stones of the civilization of Western Europe.’ These words, written by a former mayor of Winchester, are perhaps a little biased, but the point of view reflects the significance that Winchester would attain from an early point in the medieval period. By the late seventh century, the process was already underway.

The city dates its origins back to the Roman period, when it was known as Venta Belgarum. In its prime it had a walled centre: walls that later were to be rebuilt to contain its medieval city. The Roman walls were punctuated by gates, with roads leading to other important centres: Northgate led to Silchester, Westgate to Sarum (Salisbury) and Southgate to Clausentum (Bitterne, near what would later become Southampton). Hence Venta’s location was strategic, a place where many roadways met. This may explain why the town became such a bustling hub of trade and commerce and an administrative centre, as well as a meeting place for Romans and Britons from far afield. It had a good water supply and productive farmland nearby. Villas in the region had fine mosaic floors like those of houses in the city centre, showing how the town’s wealth rolled out into the rich countryside.

By the fourth century, a list of Roman officers within the empire included someone in Venta who was in charge of the imperial weaving works there: a clear sign that the city was prosperous. There were large public buildings and its wealthy inhabitants dined on imported food and wine, using the finest ceramics and glass brought in from elsewhere in the empire. Yet sometime in the fifth century, in line with what was happening in the rest of Britain, the city declined. Its forum and streets gradually fell out of use and were lost, but archaeological evidence from the surrounding countryside suggests that it remained a focal point in the time that followed. Within the city walls too, there is some evidence of occupation in that early Saxon period: not much, but a few scattered artefacts – an amethyst pendant, vessel glass, some pieces of pottery and two spearheads among them – that reveal a presence.

The first written references to the city in the following period, however, are those we have already encountered, relating to Cynegils and, later, to his son Cenwealh. It seems likely that King Cenwealh built the first church around the year 650; one of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle manuscripts claims he erected the minster there in St Peter’s name in 648 and had it consecrated. While there is no certainty as to the date, archaeological excavations have provided evidence that a church was constructed there around that time. This was the forerunner





A SUCCESSION OF RULERS











A GROWING KINGDOM









REDISCOVERY















ABOUT THE AUTHOR

PROFESSOR CAT JARMAN FSA is the bestselling author of River Kings: The Vikings from Scandinavia to the Silk Roads. She is a bioarchaeologist and field archaeologist specialising in the Viking Age and Rapa Nui. In her work, she uses forensic techniques like isotope analysis, carbon dating and DNA analysis on human remains to untangle the experiences of past people from broader historical narratives. She co-hosts the podcast The Rabbit Hole Detectives with Richard Coles and Charles Spencer and is a broadcaster who regularly contributes to TV documentaries as a presenter and historical consultant.




Also by Cat Jarman

River Kings: The Vikings from Scandinavia to the Silk Roads




[image: ]

ABOUT THE PUBLISHER

Australia

HarperCollins Publishers (Australia) Pty. Ltd.

Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

www.harpercollins.com.au

Canada

HarperCollins Canada

Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower

22 Adelaide Street West, 41st Floor

Toronto, ON, M5H 4E3, Canada

http://www.harpercollins.ca

India

HarperCollins India

A 75, Sector 57

Noida, Uttar Pradesh 201 301, India

http://www.harpercollins.co.in

New Zealand

HarperCollins Publishers (New Zealand) Limited

P.O. Box 1 Auckland, New Zealand

www.harpercollins.co.nz

United Kingdom

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

United States

HarperCollins Publishers Inc. 195

Broadway New York, NY 10007

www.harpercollins.com


EPUB/images/logo1.png
&= HarperCollinsPublishers





EPUB/images/map2.jpg
metres

Retrochoir

!
West Front stained
g[ass window

South
q—;‘ﬂ H.Seﬁt

Norman West Front





EPUB/images/map1.jpg
Trish
o
Dublin
N
+
r
CORNWALL

Sea

ENCLAND

C. 880 AD

Southern extent qf
the Alfred-Guthrum
treaty boundary

(@) Bamburgh

North Sea

Y ;5 o Lincoln
g
@?ﬂr}?\fomngﬁam
Tamworth® o Leicester é‘
- M E R CI1 A &
wn . .E. (.
sl N o‘rtﬁanlpton oCam bmu{ge
Gloucester, R
Oxford ", ; S
i — e Dorchester- S
Malmes| “TH. ® on-Thames @ i
oChippenham : Thames

Wessexiomfan .
Canterbury® GN'T

Winchester
Soutﬁam};tm‘ SUSSEX

G llu‘tonﬁury o

o km 5o
Ing[isﬁ Channel s il E






EPUB/images/cover.jpg
‘A diligent ! e
historianand | po bular. hjstory
a superb writer’ | 1 i@@NA LD

THE TIMES " 4 HUTTON

Y






EPUB/images/title.jpg
(i

WILLIAM
COLLINS

g





EPUB/images/p009.jpg
i KYNGILST INCISTA HAC ST

234 (0SS0 EACENT ET ADVLPHI IPS)
lg FVNDATOR KIC BENEFACTOR ERAY
A == =i

DG

I
i





