Lecture 2
Anglo-Saxon Britain

     The Settlement of the Nordic peoples is the governing event of British National History. The Anglo_ Saxons came from Holland, North Germany, and Denmark, particularly from the eastern side which was easier to cross. The Anglo-Saxons expelled Rome from Britain and drove the Celts into the West. Their settlement began in the fifth century but not until the 7th century was it possible to distinguish the tribal kingdoms of Sussex, Wessex, Kent and Essex in the south, Mercia and East Anglia in the Midlands, Northumbria in the north and Kent converted to Christianity in 597 by the Roman missionary Augustine, first archbishop of Canterbury. Northumbria was converted a generation later by Aidan and other missionaries from Iona, the centre of Celtic Christianity. For two centuries, Northumbria remained the centre of English civilization and in association with Ireland had a great influence upon European culture. 
    The history of the Anglo-Saxons, meanwhile, was one of incessant warfare arising largely from the fact that royal succession was only partly hereditary. Wessex in the 9th and 10th centuries was the first to establish a true hereditary dynasty whose members were distinguished for their military and diplomatic skill. This enabled the kingdom to survive the invasions of the Vikings and the Danes who conquered and settled Northumbria and Mercia between 865 and 878.They were thrown back from Wessex in 878 by Alfred the Great and driven into Essex and East Anglia. Alfred captured London in 886 and became acknowledged as overlord of all England outside the Danelaw. His son and successor conquered the remaining Danelaw and the Viking raids subsided after 995.when they resumed the established Christianised settlers in the Danelaw showed no sympathy towards their cousins. The Danegeld (to purchase immunity from Danish attacks) further testified to England’s unity and the efficiency of its government.
   Finally, however, Sweyn (King of Denmark) deposed the ineffective Ethelred the unready in 1013 and Sweyn’s son Canute became king of England. Canute restored peace and prosperity. He united the Saxons and the Danes using the lords and the Church. Both Saxons and Danes believed that courage, loyalty and honesty were the greatest values. However, Canute failed to establish a dynasty and in 1042, the House of Wessex returned to the throne in the person of Edward the Confessor. Shortly after his death, without direct heirs, in 1066 England was invaded and conquered by William Duke of Normandy who became William I of England. 
Anglo-Saxon Life
Religion: The Anglo-Saxons were pagans when they came to Britain. They worshipped gods of nature and held springs, wells, rocks, and trees in reverence. Religion was not a source of spiritual revelation; it was a means of ensuring success in material things. For example, you might pray to a particular goddess for a successful harvest, or for victory in battle. A few of the main Anglo-Saxon gods were Tiw, Wodin (Odin), Thor, and Friya, whose names are remembered in our days of the week Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday. Religious observance consisted of invocations and charms to ensure the gods' help in securing a desired outcome in the material world, though the presence of grave goods indicates a belief in an afterlife. There is a possibility that female slaves may have been sacrificed on the death of a male owner and included in the grave to accompany him in the next world.

A Lord's Life: We know little about how most people lived, for so little remains. The richer lords lived on estates, with a main rectangular hall surrounded by outlying buildings for various living, working, and storage purposes. Inside the hall, a lord might mark his prestige by expensive wall hangings or even paintings. The hall was the scene of feasts for the lord's followers, and a lord was expected to be a lavish host.

Social Class: Society was divided into several social classes, which might vary from place to place. At the top was the king. He was essentially a war leader. He was expected to provide opportunities for plunder and glory for his followers. The king who did not provide land, slaves, or plunder might wake up dead one fine morning. Below the king there were two levels of freemen, the upper-class thanes and the lower class ceorls (churls). The division between the two was strictly in terms of land owned. A man could only be a thane if he owned at least five hides of land (a hide was defined as the amount of land necessary to provide a living for one family). Aside from the ownership of land, a ceorl could actually be a richer man than the thane.

Slavery: Below the thanes and ceorls were the slaves. Slavery was one of the biggest commercial enterprises of Dark Age life, and much depended on this involuntary labour force. How did one become a slave? You could have the bad luck to be born a slave, of course. Beyond that, war was the most frequent source of slaves. Many conquered Celtic Britons would have become slaves. People could also become slaves if they were unable to pay a fine. In some cases, a family would sell a child into slavery in time of famine to ensure the child's survival. Slavery was not necessarily a lifetime sentence, however. A slave could be ransomed by his or her relatives or granted freedom in an owner's will. If a person became a slave because they were unable to pay a debt, they might be freed when the value of their labour reached the value of the original debt.

Weapon; In war the common weapon was the spear made with a seven-foot-long ash shaft and an iron head. It was both thrown and used to jab. Shields were round, made of wood covered with leather, and had an iron boss in the centre. Only the nobility used swords, which were about 30 inches long, made of iron with steel edges. The hilt was often elaborately carved and jewelled, and could be inscribed with good luck symbols and the names of gods. The Danish Vikings were more heavily armed than the Anglo-Saxons, relying on chain mail and helmets, and short stabbing swords which were useful in close quarters, as well as the fearsome double headed battle axe.
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