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Abstract

This paper is the first attempt to assess the Isle of Axholme in the early medieval period, to
determine its nature as a hitherto overlooked key point of economic, ritual, and geographic
articulation along Northumbria’s southern frontier in the seventh century. First, an intro-
duction to the current scholarly paradigm on the military campaigns of seventh-century
English kings along this frontier is undertaken, followed by an analysis of recent interdis-
ciplinary scholarship on the kingdom of Lindsey, and how this relates to Hatfield and the Isle
of Axholme. The Isle is then used to discuss the locations of four major battles: the Battles of
the River Idle, Heathfelth,Maserfield, and the River Trent. All butMaserfield can be reasonably
argued to have takenplace along the borders of the Isle, and in these cases, their locations are
discussed. Still, an argument can be made to place Maserfield within this southern frontier
too. As a result, this paper highlights the socio-economic and geopolitical importance of
Lindsey, and reveals the Isle as an area of cyclical border conflict within a Humber-based
frontier zone and, in doing so, offers a new perspective on Northumbria’s southern limits.

Introduction, Sources and Setting

Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica covers the history of the Northumbrian people from
the late sixth century into the middle of the eighth.1 It is our nearest to
contemporary source for key events in the seventh century but is nevertheless
over a hundred years removed fromwhat it describes. As a result, whilst this text
is a valuable source, it is only the outline of historical events that is useful as a
framing device for the present argument. Four major battles occurred in the
seventh century involving Northumbrian rulers, all of which are mentioned in
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1 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People,
ed. B. Colgrave and R. A. B. Mynors (Oxford, 1969)).
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Bede’s work. Why they took place where they did and what the underlying
reasons were for four successivemonarchs falling in similar places does not form
part of Bede’s narrative, outside of dynastic conflicts – as a result, it falls to
modern scholarship to reassess these battles. The first was the Battle of the
River Idle.

King Æthelfrith of the Northumbrians was killed by Edwin and King Rædwald
of East Anglia in 616, at a place Bede describes as ‘at the limits of the Mercian
people’ (ad finibus gentis Merciorum) by a River called ‘Idlae’.2 Most correlate this
location with the River Idle, which runs past Bawtry and several Roman roads in
the South Yorkshire area. The Idle is one of several tributaries of the River
Humber, which bisects central Eastern England creating a fenland area of criss-
crossing marshlands and alluvium swamp. The Rivers Trent, Don and Torne are
similar in this regard, and at the centre of this Humber Wash is an area known as
the Isle of Axholme.

The Donwould have also cut a slightly different path through the landscape in
the early medieval period, prior to industrial drainage; meandering east to
Crowle through the Hatfield Chase marshlands, reaching a confluence with the
Trent near Adlingfleet.3 The Trent was also one of the more unstable rivers in
the country, prone to bursting its banks due to both tidal and river flooding.4 The
argument, then, is that the Isle of Axholme and its location within this tumul-
tuous frontier washland made it a key point of articulation during the military
and raiding campaigns of the seventh century between the peoples of central
Eastern England. As evidenced by the name, the Isle was once indeed an island, or
archipelago, depending on the level of the tide (Fig. 2). Axholme (‘Haxey island’)
is formed from a compound of the ON personal name Hakr, OE -ēg (‘island’), and
ON -holmr (‘island’).

Ermine Street spans the western borders of the Isle, otherwise surrounded by
relatively impassable peat fens in the earlymedieval period.5 Now a well-irrigated
and peat-enriched expanse of farmland, this area of North Lincolnshire was once a
key landmass in a flat and watery landscape (Fig. 1; Fig. 2). As argued by the wider

2 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica ii.12 (ed. Colgrave and Mynors, p. 181).
3 G. D. Gaunt. ‘The Artificial Nature of the River Don North of Thorne, Yorkshire S’, Yorkshire

Archaeol. Jnl 47 (1975) 15–21.
4 The etymology of the River Trent might have deific connotations, hailing from *Sentona for

‘goddess of the water’, or more likely, for its length and tendency to flood, from an earlier variant like
*Trisanton�a, then Treenta, then Treanta, and then Trent. This is a similar linguistic evolution to what
has been proposed for the River Tarrant, Dorset. Such etymological discussions can be found in
D. Hooke, ‘Water in the Landscape: Charters, Laws, and Place-names’,Water and the Environment in the
Anglo-Saxon World, ed. M. C. Hyer and D. Hooke (Liverpool, 2017), pp. 34–60.

5 D. Hey, A History of Yorkshire: County of the Broad Acres (York, 2011), pp. 16–17 maps the route and
connecting nodes of Ryknield and Ermine Street, which is further explored specifically within the
context of later boundary disputes and territorial warfare in P. Sidebottom, Borderlands: South
Yorkshire in the Anglo-Saxon and Viking Periods (450–1066) (Gloucester, 2023), pp. 10–11, 67, 87. The role
of Ermine Street in the military and economic expansion of seventh-century Northumbria is
discussed inP. H. Blair, ‘The Northumbrians and Their Southern Frontier’, Archaeologica Aeliana 26
(1955), 98–126, at 117–120.
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works of Sarah Semple7 and Nelleke IJssennagger,8 watery places were ‘liminal
zones’, areas on the edges of greater territories, and treated with some degree
of reverence or, in some cases, distaste by contemporaries on drier soil. This
liminality, as is the case with Frisia in the Low Countries –which is a key area of
comparison – has led to the exclusion or marginalisation of these territories in
contemporary and near-contemporary chronicling. From a historiographical
perspective, this marginalisation takes the form of ‘othering’, with marshes
being reimagined as ‘thin places’ where the physical and metaphysical realms
collided, or as the habitats of strange insular peoples.9 Historical chroniclers
and hagiographers, as seen in their descriptions of Frisia and the South

Figure 1: Map of the Isle of Axholme and Lincolnshire in the early medieval period with titles for

notable polities, Roman roads, and locations mentioned in the text. The coastlines and topography

adapted fromGreen, Britons and Anglo-Saxons.6 The Isle is highlighted in black, and the grey areas indicate
low-lying tidally locked marshland.

6 C. Green, Britons and Anglo-Saxons: Lincolnshire AD 400-650 (Lincoln, 2020), p. 31.
7 S. Semple, Perceptions of the Prehistoric in Anglo-Saxon England: Religion, Ritual, and Rulership in the

Landscape, Med. Hist. and Archaeol. (New York, 2013), pp. 73, 139, 149-153, 184 for discussions on pre-
Christian and Christian perceptions of fenland environments, utilising poetic evidence from Beowulf
and the Life of St. Guthlac.

8 N. L. IJssennagger, Central because Liminal: Frisia in a Viking Age North Sea World (Groningen, 2017),
referring specifically to Frisia, IJssennagger writes that liminal zones are ‘areas [where] we see the
most interesting dynamics in both a physical and mental sense. Where different spheres meet,
overlap, and interconnect […] culture contact takes place and, most importantly, receives social
meaning’, p. 30. This description aptly applies to most if not all fenland environments.

9 M. Giles, Bog Bodies: Face to Face with the Past (Manchester, 2020), pp. 98–100, 213.
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Lincolnshire fen,10 were, thus, less interested in highlighting any sort of socio-
economic or geopolitical importance for marshlands, for marshlands fit into a
broader framework of ‘other’ places within early medieval literature, as seen
for instance in Wulf and Eadwacer’s mention of the lagoons near Ravenna,
Italy.11 Yet, as will be seen, there is no doubt that there was significant
economic interest in Lindsey, given the excavated evidence from Flixborough
and relevant data from the Portable Antiquities Scheme (hereafter PAS).12

Æthelfrith’s defeat on the banks of the River Idle is treated with a similar
vagueness by Bede, concerned as he was with placing it in a wider narrative and
religious framework; it remains the task of modern studies to determine an
exact location.

Ermine Street runs through Bawtry and the nearby Roman fort at Scaftworth,
connecting with Ryknield Street and thus both Danum (Doncaster) and Eboracum
(York) – it is well-attested that Roman roads remained in use throughout the

Figure 2: Author-edited DTM (Digital Terrain Model) composite taken from LiDAR analyses of the Isle

of Axholme, used to highlight the prominence of the archipelago’s low-lying hills in comparison to the

Humber Wash. Image used with permission of Environment Agency, 2022.

10 Felix, Felix’s Life of St Guthlac: Introduction, Text, Translation and Notes, ed. B. Colgrave (Cambridge,
1985). The fen’s role in the Life is to highlight Guthlac’s ‘desert pilgrimage’ into a backwater, a barbaric
world inhabited only by demons. Descriptions include ‘amost dismal fen of immense size’ (p. 87), ‘the
wildest parts of the fen’ (p. 103), with wider emphases placed on ‘bogs’, criss-crossing watercourses,
mud, and ‘studded trees’ (p. 87).

11 Analyses of the Wulf and Eadwacer poem are long established; however, a new interpretation of
the text has been discussed recently in I. Shiels, ‘Wulf and Eadwacer Reloaded: John of Antioch and the
Starving Wife of Odoacer’, Anglia 140 (2022), 373–420. This theory specifically connects the narrative
to Italy.

12 See pp. 18–22 and Fig. 8 (this article) for the relevant PAS and Flixborough excavation data.
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earlymedieval period.13 They served as ‘army roads’ for the transit of peripatetic
warlords. As a result, it seems highly plausible that Æthelfrith’s defeat could be
placed along one of these roads near the Bawtry area, on the southern edge of the
Isle of Axholme.14 The emergent seventh-century polities of Mercia and North-
umbria were divided by the River Humber; between them was not a linear
frontier but a gradual ‘frontier zone’, an area in which the character of the
residents may have changed within the bounds of the frontier.15 The Isle of
Axholme, positioned as one of the only areas of agriculturally viable and dry land
within this frontier zone (Fig. 2) – enriched as it was by layers of peat16 –will have
been a notable and important district geopolitically, its inhabitants swaying to
either a more ‘Northumbrian’ or ‘Mercian’ character, or perhaps retaining their
own unique identity. It is here where Leahy and Green’s studies on the kingdom
of Lindsey17 can be best used to assess the character of the Isle of Axholme in the
seventh century, and from there, a new understanding of Northumbria’s south-
ern frontier, the edges of Lindsey, and economic, ritual, and geopolitical reasons
why three – possibly four – Northumbrian kings were defeated here.

13 J. Albone, ‘Roman Roads in the Changing Landscape of Eastern England c. AD 410–1850’ (unpubl.
doctoral thesis, Univ. of East Anglia, 2016) covers the reuse and maintenance of Roman roads
throughout early medieval England but specific mention is made of seventh-century military
campaigns along Ermine Street, Hatfield Chase, and the wider Doncaster marshes at pp. 133–138,
173, 339. Any reading of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and Bedemakes it clear Roman roads were still used
during these conflicts, too, and the distribution of archaeological material (such as coins), highlights
that they also functioned as economic thoroughfares across the marshes of Eastern England,
alongside pre-existing river routes. See K. Ulmschneider, Markets, Minsters, and Metal-Detectors: the
Archaeology of Middle Saxon Lincolnshire and Hampshire Compared, BAR 307 (Oxford, 2000), 66, 68, 87–88
(for the connection between Roman roads and Lindsey’s minsters), 63, 67–69, 134–135 (for the spread
of coins), and K. Ulmschneider, ‘Settlement, Economy, and the “Productive” Site: Middle Anglo-Saxon
Lincolnshire AD 650–780’, MA 44 (2000), 53–79, at 53–57. In her Markets, Minsters, & Metal-Detectors,
Ulmschneider demonstrates that the most productive sites were ‘situated along the most important
routes and lines of communication, such as the Rivers Humber, Trent and Witham, and prehistoric
and Roman routes, especially Barton Street, High Street and the route along the Lincoln Cliff’, p. 63. A
vital but broader case-study on the reuse and development of Roman roads is S. Brookes and H. N.
Huynh, ‘Transport Networks and Towns in Roman and Early Medieval England: an Application of
PageRank to Archaeological Questions’, Jnl of Archaeol. Science 17 (2018), 477–490. There is also an
exploration of wetland roads, bridges, and roads in the post-Roman period in M. Gardiner, ‘Inland
Waterways and Coastal Transport: Landing Places, Canals, and Bridges’, Water and the Environment in
the Anglo-Saxon World, ed. Hyer and Hooke, pp. 161–66. Finally, the role of Scaftworth, Bawtry and
Doncaster in the post-Roman usage of Ermine Street is explored in Hey, A History of Yorkshire, pp. 16–17
and Sidebottom, Borderlands, pp. 10–11, 67, 87.

14 G. Halsall, Warfare and Society in the Barbarian West, 450–900 (New York, 2003). pp. 127, 131, 148.
15 The concept of a ‘frontier zone’ is discussed in T. Pickles, Kingship, Society, and the Church in Anglo-

Saxon Yorkshire, Med. Hist. and Archaeol. (Oxford, 2018), after being introduced within a Northum-
brian context in N. Higham, ‘Northumbria’s Southern Frontier: a Review’, EME 14 (2006), p. 391–418.

16 P. F. Fleet, ‘The Isle of Axholme: 1540–1640, Economy and Society’ (unpubl. doctoral thesis, Univ.
of Nottingham), pp. 6, 8, 26 for discussion of the ‘central spine’ of clay andmudstone which the major
settlements of the Isle of Axholme sit upon, prone to tidal and river-flooding, but also enriched by
subsequent depositions of plant matter, making the terrain extremely fertile.

17 K. Leahy, The Anglo-Saxon Kingdom of Lindsey (Cheltenham, 2010); C. Green, Britons and Anglo-
Saxons: Lincolnshire AD 400–650 (Lincoln, 2020).
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The Battle of the River Idle served only as a prelude. Around seventeen years
later, King Edwin would be defeated in ‘a fierce battle at the plain called
Heathfelth’ (conserto gravi proelio in campo qui vocatur Haethfelth),18 widely
believed to be identical with Hatfield Chase, near Doncaster, which falls on the
western perimeter of the Isle of Axholme. Almost a decade after that, King
Oswald fell at Maserfield or Maes Cogwy, a location which evades modern identi-
fication, although toponymic arguments have been raised for Oswestry near
Shropshire, Coccium (Wigan), and Makerfield in Lancashire.19 In 679, King
Ecgfrith was defeated ‘near the River Treant’ (iuxta Fluvium Treanta)20 in a
conflict against King Wulfhere and the Mercians. Whilst the exact location of
the Battle of the River Trent is as historically unidentifiable as the Battle of the
River Idle, a reasonable deduction could be made that it occurred somewhere
near Flixborough, given the material evidence cited later. Somewhere between
Scunthorpe and Immingham is another possibility, though it rests on a correl-
ation with a toponym and the character of Imma, mentioned by Bede as one of
Ecgfrith’s loyal men captured after the battle.21 To the east of the Isle, over the
River Trent, is the toponym Immingham, from *Immingah�am or ‘the estate of
the followers of Imma’. Whilst this is probably a coincidence, the Battle of the
River Trent is nevertheless placed east of the Isle at an unknown location. The
Battle of the River Trent followed a lesser-known successful campaign of King
Ecgfrith beyond the southern frontier, dated to 674 by P. Hunter Blair.22 This
campaign, mentioned in the ‘Moore’manuscript, took place within the bounds
of the kingdom of Lindsey.23

From this introduction, then, it seems clear that to better investigate the
turmoil and geopolitics of Northumbria’s southern frontier in the seventh
century, and why the kingdom’s monarchs so frequently fell near this frontier,
is to dissect the archaeological, historical and toponymic information available

18 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica ii.20 (ed. Colgrave and Mynors, p. 401).
19 A comprehensive breakdown of all the arguments for and against the identification ofMaserfield

with Oswestry (and the other suggestions) can be found in C. Stancliffe, ‘Where Was Oswald Killed?’,
Oswald: Northumbrian King to European Saint, ed. C. Stancliffe and E. Cambridge (Stamford, 1995), pp. 84–96.
More recently, Andrew Breeze has suggested Forden, in Powys; British Battles 493–937: Mount Badon to
Brunanburh (London, 2020), pp. 100–101.

20 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica iv.21 (ed. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 371 and 401) for a mention of a
battle which ‘King Ecgfrith had recently won [in the kingdomof Lindsey] by conqueringWulfhere and
putting him to flight’ in the year 678. A territorial loss whichMercian King Ethelred then ‘recovered’.

21 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica iv.22 (ed. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 401–5. Imma is part of the
Northumbrian host so it is doubtful if he would have owned an estate (-h�am) in Lindsey, but if
Lindsey was settled by Northumbrians (or if certain members of its aristocracy viewed themselves as
Northumbrian), this would still hold.

22 The successful campaign of King Ecgfrith is mentioned in Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica iv.21
(ed. Colgrave and Mynors, p. 371), but further described in P. H. Blair, Anglo-Saxon Northumbria,
ed. M. Lapidge, (Surrey, 1984), p. 89.

23 See J. Brantley, ‘Literature: the Moore Bede (Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People
and Other Items) Cambridge, University Library MS Kk.5.16’, in her Medieval English Manuscripts and
Literary Forms, Material Texts (Philadelphia, 2022), pp. 117–32, and P. H. Blair and R.Mynors, TheMoore
Bede: Cambridge University Library MS Kk.5.16. (Copenhagen, 1959), for modern facsimiles of this
manuscript.
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to us concerning that ever-present central point of articulation, the promontory
that lay north of the Battle of the River Idle, east of Heathfelth, and west of the
River Trent: the Isle of Axholme (Fig. 3, and cf. Fig. 6).

Lindsey, Hatfield and Axholme

In discussing the Isle of Axholme, it is necessary to interrogate the sources and
information about the kingdom of Lindsey.24 It is poorly understood through
contemporary documentary sources, excluded for the most part from the Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle, and lacking its own narrative history. In this regard, Lindsey is
similar toMercia, although, due to being annexed at some point in the seventh or
eighth century, it has even less of a documentary presence. One thing both
kingdoms share with Northumbria is that they may all, at one point, have
included the Isle within their political bounds. First historically recorded in
the 1115 Lindsey Survey as Haxeholm,25 the Isle has evaded serious academic
research outside of antiquarian interest in the seventeenth and nineteenth

Figure 3: Detailed map of the Isle of Axholme in the early medieval period and the surrounding

alluvium swamplands, displaying the modern names of its parishes, towns, and villages, some mentioned

in the text. Ermine Street’s route is also depicted.

24 Modern scholarship on Lindsey rests on the foundation provided by Pre-Viking Lindsey,
ed. A. Vince (Lincoln, 1993), then P. Sawyer, Anglo-Saxon Lincolnshire, Hist. of Lincolnshire 3 (Lincoln,
1998), followed by K. Leahy The Anglo-Saxon Kingdom of Lindsey (Cheltenham, 2010), and C. Green
Britons and Anglo-Saxons: Lincolnshire AD 400–650 (Lincoln, 2020).

25 C. W. Foster, The Lincolnshire Domesday and the Lindsey Survey, Lincoln Record Soc. 19 (Lincoln,
1924), p. 243.
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centuries, and is featured only sparingly in wider works dedicated to Lindsey
such as Leahy’s The Anglo-Saxon Kingdom of Lindsey and Green’s Britons and Anglo-
Saxons: Lincolnshire. Recent works have begun to redress this lack of focus.26

Wider Lindsey

The foundation provided by previous scholars has developed into a solid under-
standing of the wider kingdom that the Isle may have formed part of: Lindsey.
Green has convincingly argued for the existence of a fifth-century polity centred
around Lindum Colonia (Lincoln), based on Late British etymology and the
extended archaeological investigations of Kevin Leahy into the wider Lincoln-
shire inhumation and cremation cemeteries.27

These cemeteries, as discussed by Green, form a < 25 km radius around Lincoln
until the late fifth century (Fig. 4), when the material assemblage changed, and

Figure 4: Map displaying a selection of cremation cemeteries in Lincolnshire. Note the crescent shape

around Lincoln. This is believed to represent several fifth-century groups being ‘repelled’ by an insular

polity until the sixth century, when Lindum Colonia was also settled by incoming Germanic -speaking

migrants.

26 A. Harvey, Riddles of the Isle: History of the Isle of Axholme from the Romans to the Normans (Misterton,
2023). Leahy does discussmaterial and osteological evidence fromBelton, Haxey, and Owston Ferry in
his 2007 book, pp. 127–8, 155, 190–1, 193, 205.

27 The argument for *Lindēs was explored in great detail in C. Green, ‘The British Kingdom of
Lindsey’, CMCS 56 (2008), p. 1–43, and the well-published Lincolnshire cemeteries are discussed in
K. Leahy, Interrupting the Pots: the Excavation of Cleatham Anglo-Saxon Cemetery, North Lincolnshire, CBA
Research Report 155 (York, 2007). The formation and existence of *Lindēs is the main focus of Green,
Britons and Anglo-Saxons.
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Lincoln lost that insular Late Roman character that it had maintained. Green’s
Lincoln-based polity has been given the speculative name of *Lindēs and is
understood to be a somewhat proto-urban diaspora centred around and within
the walls of the former Roman colonia, extending no further than a few kilo-
metres in all directions, though strong enough to hold back a tide of Anglian
migration, or to install mercenary groups in specific locations. The Isle falls
outside this ring of migrant cemeteries and, as will be demonstrated later, is
likely to have also been of mixed linguistic and ethnic makeup (Fig. 4).

It was *Lindēs which was, by the sixth century, transformed by an emergent
cluster of Germanic-speaking tribal or kin groups centred around the Lincoln-
shire Wolds. This merger, violent or otherwise, ultimately became known as
Lindissi or Lindsege, and later Lindsey. The genealogy for Lindsey, found in the
‘Anglian Collection’, indicates a significant crossover between Anglian and
Brythonic identities and linguistic elements, to the point where Lindsey might
be best described as an Anglo-Brythonic polity within central Eastern England.28

Various high medieval works also focus specifically on the Brythonic character-
istics of Lindsey,29 and John T. Koch’s translations of Y Gododdin recalls ‘men of
Linnuis’ active in the poem’s central conflict.30

It is important to discuss this background, in order to highlight the liminality
within Lindsey of the Isle of Axholme, peripheral even to an already-peripheral
kingdom. The Isle goes largely unmentioned in Leahy and Green’s studies and,
indeed, until 1974 was not even necessarily part of North Lincolnshire specific-
ally. Instead, the Isle was considered its own rural district within Lincolnshire,
and in 2023 was assimilated into Doncaster East. The Isle, then, maintains a
unique character in modern times and this does, indeed, reflect historical

28 London, British Library, Cotton Vespasian B. vi. fols. 104–9, and later manuscript versions of the
collection are discussed in D. N. Dumville, ‘The Anglian Collection of Royal Genealogies and Regnal
Lists’, ASE 5 (1976), 23–50. All four of the recensions in the ‘Anglian collection’ feature both Germanic
and Brythonic linguistic elements, and the version contained within the Historia Brittonum also
includes speculative Frisian legendary ancestors. This is most obvious with the name Cædbæd, long
discussed as deriving from a speculative British *Catuboduos, OW *Cadbodu and Breton Catuuodu. Such
mentions of Cædbæd as a wholly Brythonic or hybrid legendary king of Lindsey can be found in
C. Green, ‘The British Kingdom of Lindsey’, CMCS 56 (2008), 1–43, at 9–10 citing D. N. Dumville,
‘Kingship, Genealogies and Regnal Lists’, Early Medieval Kingship, eds. P. H. Sawyer and I. N. Wood
(Leeds, 1977), pp. 72–104; P. Stafford, The East Midlands in the Early Middle Ages (London, 1985), p. 87;
K. Cameron, English Place Names (London, 1996), p. 32; J. T. Koch, ‘Anglo-Saxon “Conquest”’, Celtic
Culture, a Historical Encyclopedia, ed. J. T. Koch (Oxford, 2006), pp. 58–61.

29 British origins of Lindsey are hinted at in Robert Manning, The Story of England by Robert Manning
of Brunne, AD 1338, ed. F. J. Furnivall, RS, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 2012) and Geoffrey Gaimar, The Lay of
Havelok the Dane, ed. F. Madden and W. Skeat (New York, 1973). In the latter, the poet states ‘whereof
the Britons made a lay’ (p. xxiv) implying the Anglo-Norman epic was a partial translation of a now-
lost British or Old Welsh source.

30 The relevant lines from Y Gododdin are translated in J. P. Clancy, The Earliest Welsh Poetry
(London 1970), verse XV. Here, lynwyssawr is directly translated as ‘men drenched in blood’ but Koch
states an equally valid translation would be ‘men of Lindsey’, from a hypothetical *linuissaur (‘Lindissi-
men’), in J. T. Koch, ‘The Cynfeirdd Poetry and the Language of the Sixth-Century’, Early Welsh Poetry:
Studies in the Book of Aneirin, ed. B. F. Roberts (Aberystwyth, 1988), pp. 17–41, at 33. See Green, ‘The
British Kingdom of Lindsey’, pp. 8–9 for a discussion about the implications of this translation
regarding the linguistic, cultural, and political makeup of sixth-century Lindsey.
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traditions. Whereas nowadays the Isle and Islonians flit between Nottingham-
shire, South Yorkshire, andNorth Lincolnshire dialects and affinities, in the early
medieval period it is clear that the Isle jutted simultaneously onto the frontiers
between Lindsey, Mercia, and Northumbria.

Hatfield and Northumbria’s Southern Frontier

The Isle was included in the Lindsey Survey, dated to 1115, a document related to
Lincolnshire’s Domesday assessment, which can be seen as a plausible template
for the early medieval dimensions of the kingdom of Lindsey; however, it only
appears as an outlying promontory near what might be a monastery at Adling-
fleet.31 The Tribal Hidage, a probably eighth-century source, values Lindsey at
7,000 hides along with its subsidiary regio of Hatfield (‘Lindisfarena med Heath-
feldland’).32 Hatfield remains understudied even in comparison to Lindsey, but
can be best understood as an area of minimal autonomy, or perhaps even
unsettled or sparsely settled land, juggled between Mercia and Northumbria.33

The Whitby Life of Gregory the Great describes Hatfield as a regio, and places the
remains of King Edwin, after his death at Heathfelth, somewhere within this regio
near the edges of Lindissi. In this narrative, a character is contacted and told to
speak to a knowledgeable individual ‘in a village in Lindissi’ who knew of the
location of Edwin’s remains.34 Both regio and provincia are used by Bede to
describe Lindsey, the former seemingly a term used for semi-autonomous
polities below the tier in which Mercia, Wessex and Northumbria operated.35

While Green has argued successfully for a degree of autonomy and independ-
ence in the early sixth century, Lindsey was most likely already under the
dominion of either Northumbria or Mercia by the time of Æthelfrith, or through
his conquests. Guy Halsall and Nicholas J. Highamhave otherwise argued that the
frequent raiding and inter-border warfare along this southern Humber-based
frontier is indicative of a contemporary need to reaffirm and reassert

31 A brief commentary on the Isle of Axholme’s place in the Lindsey Survey can be found in H.
Wilmott ‘Re-evaluating the Landscape of Early Ecclesiastical Foundation in the Kingdom of Lindsey’,
Church Archaeol. 21 (2022), 33–52, at 25.

32 C. Hart, ‘The Tribal Hidage’, TRHS 21 (1971), 133–57.
33 M. S. Parker, ‘The Province of Hatfield’, Northern Hist. 28 (1992), 42–69.
34 The Earliest Life of Gregory the Great, ed. B. Colgrave (Cambridge, 1968). The references to Hatfield

(Chase) as a regio or ‘district’, and the location of Edwin’s remains can be found at ch. 19 (p. 103 in
Colgrave’s edition).

35 S. Rippon, Making Sense of a Historic Landscape (Oxford 2012), pp. 188–90 refers to regiones and
provinciae as early folk territories, reflecting divisions present already by the eighth century. F. Stenton,
Anglo-Saxon England (Oxford, 1971), p. 293 also discusses this. A vital study, though not specifically
mentioning the term ‘regio’ as a focus, would be J. Baker, ‘Old English sǣta and sǣtan Names’, JEPNS 46
(2014), 46–81,which discusses the equivalent terms -sǣtan, -ingas, -hǣme and -wara, and their roles in the
territorial and political makeup of early medieval England. To summarise, in many cases the terms are
interchangeable, as must be regio and provincia, referring to self-sufficient folk groupings or externally-
created administrative units (a distinction here is perhaps unimportant, too). Baker acknowledges that
future, more dedicated onomastic studies are needed to further this wider discussion; ‘[…] questions of
socio-political background, administrative status, and the chronology of the phenomenon of sǣtan
names can be addressed effectively [outside the scope of this paper]’, p. 77.
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overlordship over petty territories, in this case, Lindsey itself.36 These actions
formed part of a ‘grammar of warfare’37 and violent display. The fact that so
many of these assertive raids occurred in Lindsey might be emblematic of that
aforementioned independence. It might well be the case that Lindsey was an
unyielding subservient polity, and so required frequent raiding as a form of
political pacification.

The annual raiding cycles and military operations posited by Halsall38 may lie
behind the deaths of Æthelfrith, Edwin and Oswald, all occurring within a decade
ormore of one another. These reigns all saw a need for Northumbrian expansion,
too, and a desire to subjugate and extract tax from client states on a seasonal
basis.39 It is no wonder, then, that a significant portion of Bede’s narrative is
dedicated to Lindsey and this frontier specifically, especially considering that, as
client states go, it was comparatively wealthy, to judge from its assessment in the
Hidage at 7,000 hides. This total has been argued to be a ‘nominal value’ attributed
to regiones or petty kingdoms lacking in full autonomy.40 Inferred to be just south
of the territory of the Lindēsfaran, a large number of petty kingdoms are
mentioned whose names suggest a location around the South Lincolnshire and
East Anglian fenlands, such as the Gyrwe and Spalde, cumulatively valued at 6,900
hides (Fig. 5). The total hidage value attributed to the dozens of polities south of
Lindsey would, in this case, be emblematic of unlinked territories which together
held the same political and economic value as Lindsey – a nominal value
representing a regio.41 Given that Lindsey’s value is just 7,000, it is quite plausible
that it was calculated from similar petty groupings within and around Lincoln-
shire and the Humber Wash.

The Isle of Axholme fits into this narrative of Lindsey as the westernmost dry
land before one travels onwards to Hatfield, an otherwise marshy flatland. As

36 Halsall, Warfare and Society and G. Halsall, Violence and Society in the Early Medieval West
(Woodbridge, 1998); N. Higham, The Kingdom of Northumbria: AD 350–1100 (Stroud, 1993).

37 Halsall, Warfare and Society, pp. 8, 142–3. A ‘grammar of warfare’, in which the usual routes and
‘moves’ of actors would be well-understood.

38 Halsall, Warfare and Society, p. 135, acknowledges annual raids in the tenth-century are
suggestive of annual raids in earlier centuries; therefore this is a likely – though uncertain –

explanation for the quick succession of battles in a similar location within a few years of one another.
39 The general seventh- and eighth-century expansion of Northumbria is highlighted in

D. Rollason, Northumbria, 500–1100: Creation and Destruction of a Kingdom (Cambridge, 2008), p. 108,
and in Blair, ‘TheNorthumbrians and Their Southern Frontier’, p. 116–20, regarding the use of Ermine
Street and the actual specifics of the River Humber as a border for the kingdom. The possibility that
Northumbria and Mercia’s frontiers only started to collide through political expansionism in the
mid-seventh century is compellingly proposed in N. Higham, ‘Northumbria’s Southern Frontier: a
Review’, EME 14 (2006), 391–418, at 416.

40 This specific argument relating to Lindsey is made in M. Adams, The First Kingdom: Britain in the
Age of Arthur (London, 2021), p. 255–6. Wider discussions about hidage assessments, nominal values,
and the exact specifics of the numbering system in the Tribal Hidage and Bede’s Ecclesiastical History
are explored in C. Hart, ‘The Tribal Hidage’, TRHS 21 (1971), 133–57, at 146–7, 156–7.

41 Taken from Hart, ‘The Tribal Hidage’, pp. 133–57, the hidage values of the fen territories
mentioned above are North Gyrwe (600), South Gyrwe (600), Spalde (600), EastWixna (300), WestWixna
(600), Wigesta (900), Herefinna? (*Hyrstingas) (1200), Sweordora (300), Gifle (300), Hicce (300), East Willa
(600), West Willa (600).
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mentioned earlier, the Isle slots between multiple vital riverine routes and
alongside Roman roads. Field walking surveys of the Isle and surrounding areas
since the eighteenth century have indicated an array of Neolithic trackways
which were repurposed and reused in the early medieval period, notably linking
Flixborough in the east to Adlingfleet in the west.42

These trackways bisect the Isle, and may have been constructed of timber
panels laid over packed earth,43 hinting at a network of interactivity and transit
across the archipelago. Aside from a few overviews of the district in the
nineteenth century, formal study of the early medieval Isle has been confined
to toponymic assessments.44

Figure 5: Map of the territories mentioned in the Tribal Hidage.

42 A. Pryme, ‘V. Extracts of Two Letters from the Reverend Mr Abraham de la Pryme, F. R. S. to the
Publisher, concerning Subterraneous Trees, the Bitings of Mad Dogs &c.’, Philosophical Trans. of the
Royal Soc. of London 23 (1702), 1073–7.Whilst an early reference, the writings of Pryme (and later, Peck
and Stonehouse; see below) are of special importance to the pre or early industrial geography of the
Isle of Axholme; throughout these itineraries are sporadic references to bog oaks, dugout canoes,
wooden fragments, and other ephemera recovered from the peat. These references were all very
much contemporary with the writers themselves and, while none of the finds they mention were
dated or subject to analyses at modern standards, they certainly existed and suggest a wide spread of
wooden routeways over and around the Isle since at least the late medieval Period.

43 A broader discussion on early medieval waterways and land-based routes navigating around or
over coastal wetlands can be found in S. Rippon, ‘Marshlands and Other Wetlands’, Water and the
Environment, ed. Hyer and Hooke, pp. 95–106. An eleventh-century example is known from Llangyn-
felyn, Ceredigion; Dyfed Archaeological Trust, Excavation of a Medieval Timber Trackway at Llangynfelin,
Talybont: Interim Report, Cambria Archaeol. Report 61 (2005).

44 Antiquarian authorsWilliam Peck andWilliam Brocklehurst Stonehouse were the first to assess
the geology and history of the Isle in the nineteenth century: W. Peck, A Topographical Account of the
Isle of Axholme, I (Lincoln, 1815) and W. B. Stonehouse, The History and Topography of the Isle of Axholme
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The Isle: Economic and Spiritual Liminality

Using such information, it is plausible to suggest that many early kin groupings
emerged in and around the Isle, too. There is an abundance of toponyms which
feature the -ingas- connective element, such as Burringham, Messingham, Lud-
dington, Winteringham, Walkeringham, Beckingham, Rossington, Corringham,
Willingham-by-Stow, and Finningley, many denoting ‘the ____of the folk of
____’.45 These toponyms likely reflect competing identities centred around the
notable landmass of the Isle, as a central point amongst the surrounding
marshlands and the nearby chalk wolds (Fig. 2). Kathryn Bullen’s thesis explores
these various linguistic groups that have impacted the area from the first to the
eleventh centuries, and beyond. Notably, there is a myriad of Old Norse-
influenced toponyms, which lines up with Hadley and Richards’ work tracing
Viking Great Army activities across England.46 In a recent volume, ShaneMcLeod
has convincingly demonstrated, using metal-detected evidence, that the Isle was
used as a transitory staging point between York and Torksey as a temporary
camp for Viking armies.47 The Isle’s location as the last viable piece of land,
before an array of rivers and marshes, marked it as a key strategic point of
articulation, and an evident border between territories – notably so, for amartial
society that excelled in boat-building and maritime travel. Max Adams, in a
similar vein, has argued for a ‘subway station’ model for analysing the travel of
maritime peoples through the North Sea and connected estuaries and marsh-
lands. In this vein, fens and swamps functioned as ‘changeover stations’; areas of
increased cultural, material and commercial exchange.48 As will be discussed
later, this correlates with the currently available PAS data for Lincolnshire.

Dore and Whitwell, south of the Isle, and mentioned in near-contemporary
chronicles as a staging point between Mercian and Northumbrian territory

(Lincoln, 1839). More recently, K. Bullen, ‘A Survey of the Place-names of the Isle of Axholme,
Lincolnshire’ (unpubl. doctoral thesis, Univ. of Nottingham, 2024) stands out as the foremost
scholarly work, and earlier research from this thesis was published in K. Bullen, ‘Vikings in Axholme?
Evidence from place-names and archaeological finds at Haxey and Crowle in the Isle of Axholme’,
Discovering Hatfield Chase and the Isle of Axholme, ed. N. J. Whitehouse and J. Karhapää (Scunthorpe,
2022), pp. 82–92.

45 Not every -ingas- toponym refers to a legendary or real ancestral figure. Finningley, for
instance, derives from ‘folk of the fen’ (Fenislei in Domesday Book), but the close proximity of all of
these names to one another would suggest there was a need to externally promote identities, be they
based around antecedents, landscape features, or administrative districts. In an important article,
Dodgson suggests -ingas- toponyms are ‘the result of a social development contemporary with a
colonizing process later than, but soon after, the immigration settlement that is recorded in the early
burials’, J. Dodgson, ‘The Significance of the Distribution of the English Place-Name in -ingas, -inga- in
South-east England’, MA 10 (1966), 1–29, at 19.

46 D. Hadley and J. D. Richards, ‘In Search of the Viking Great Army: beyond the Winter Camps’,
Med. Settlement Research 33 (2018), 1–17 (the Isle is mentioned at 11) and D. Hadley and J. D. Richards,
The Viking Great Army and the Making of England (London, 2021), p. 129.

47 S. McLeod, ‘Between the Winter Camps: Logistics of the Viking Great Army’, Viking Camps: Case
Studies and Comparisons, ed. C. Hedenstierna-Jonson and I. Garcia Losquiño, Routledge Archaeol. of the
Viking World (Oxford, 2023). pp. 206–21. The Isle of Axholme, and specific crossing points between
Owston Ferry and Flixborough, are discussed at pp. 217–19.

48 M. Adams, Ælfred’s Britain: War and Peace in the Viking Age (London, 2017), pp. 281.
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in 827, and again in 942,49 have been argued by David Rollason to be evidence for
an earlier border point between the two kingdoms.50 Given both Dore and the
Isle’s importance in the Viking Age, a period when the frontiers of kingdoms
were fragmented and reshaped, it seems plausible to posit that the Isle held
greater importance in the preceding centuries. It may well have served as an
earlier point of articulation to Dore, whose significance emerged in the later
Viking Age after the reshaping of pre-Viking Age borders.

The few archaeological investigations around the Isle have revealed a small
handful of Grubenhäuser in Belton, Roman grey-ware sherds across the edges of
Hatfield, Iron Age roundhouses in Sandtoft, and a scattering of Neolithic and
Bronze-Age earthworks in Beltoft and at Owston Ferry, once known locally as
‘The Giant’s Graves’.51 There was also, until the late twentieth century, an extant

Figure 6: Map of the Isle of Axholme highlighting the suggested locations of three of the battles

mentioned in the text; Idle, Hatfield and Trent.

49 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: a Revised Translation, ed. D. Whitelock, D. C.
Douglas and S. I. Tucker (Westport, 1986)), hereafter ASC. In 827, Ecgbert, king ofWessex, ‘led an army
to Dore, against the Northumbrians’, as described on p. 41. Later, in 942, Mercia being ‘bounded by
Dore, Whitwell gate, and the broad stream, the River Humber’ is mentioned on p. 71. One of the ‘five
boroughs’ of Danish territory at this point, Lincoln, may have also been bounded by Dore and
Whitwell, due to their proximity, reflecting earlier pre-Viking Age boundaries: D. Rollason, North-
umbria, 500–1100: Creation and Destruction of a Kingdom (Cambridge, 2003), p. 27.

50 Rollason, Northumbria, 500–1100, p. 27.
51 Discussion of the Belton Grubenhäuser can be found in D. Jaques and K. Dobney, ‘Assessment of

Vertebrate Remains from Belton, North Lincolnshire (sitecode: HGP99)’, Reports from the Environmen-
tal Archaeol. Unit, York 99/58 (2001), 1–10. Recent field-walking exercises in Hatfield, which discovered
an array of grey-ware, are briefly covered in L. Hendry, ‘Archaeological Investigations in Belton,
North Lincolnshire’ (York Archaeol. Unpubl. Reports 2021/47, 2021), and the Iron Age roundhouses in
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spring locally believed to be a historical ‘healing pool’ dedicated to St. Oswald
near Low Burnham, which will be discussed later in connection with Maserfield.
Notably, some of these earthworks, as described in the nineteenth century, are
now completely absent due to modern agricultural developments. In recent
years, the PAS has highlighted the presence of material belonging to both North
Sea and insular Late Roman artefactual types, and also items of plausibly Kentish
or Merovingian influence in Haxey (Fig. 7).52

The toponyms thatmake up the parishes and villages of the Isle of Axholme, as
discussed, also display a variety of origins. Belton is perhaps themost interesting,
situated amongst a cluster of Bel- prefixes (Belgrave, Belgathorne Hill, Belwood,
Beltoft, Belshaw) all perhaps denoting either a lost landscape feature (which

Figure 7: Author’s illustration of a gold alloy pendant (LVPL-C2D4CE) discovered near Haxey church

and dated between the seventh and eighth centuries, plausibly the possession of a wealthy individual. Its

presence within the Isle is of considerable interest for the wider arguments of this paper, reflecting a

greater socio-economic status for the archipelago, or at the very least visitors of a ‘noble’ character. An
identical pendant was discovered near Skegness. Image courtesy of the Portable Antiquities Scheme/

Trustees of the British Museum.

M. Cole and P. Cottrell, ‘Adlingfleet, Lincolnshire. Report on Geophysical Survey, December 1996 and
September 1998’, Ancient Monuments Laboratory Report Ser. 27 (1999), 1–16.

52 This is by no means an exhaustive list, but some PAS examples from the Isle of Axholme and its
environs include: NLM-BAB903 (a 700–765 ‘Porcupine Series E’-type sceat), NLM-E5FAFE (a gilded and
knobbed torc of uncertain origin, possibly a repurposed piece of Iron Age jewellery), LVPL-68E714
(a gold alloy pendant found near South Cave, East Yorkshire), YORYM-0CF535 (another fromWelwick,
East Yorkshire), YORYM-E99B18 (another from Garton, East Yorkshire), YORYM-927564 (another
from Bishop Burton, East Yorkshire), NLM-57F031 (a fragment of a square-headed brooch), NCL-
B0C444 (a zoomorphic Frankish scabbard chape), and it is also worth mentioning in the preliminary
description of NLM-ACDBC8 (a fifth-century copper-alloy disc brooch awaiting validation at the time
of writing), ‘a Roman version [of this sort of brooch, which is infrequently reported in the area] was
recently reported from Low Burnham in the Isle of Axholme’ (https://finds.org.uk/database/arte
facts/record/id/1156484).
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would correlate with the ‘Giant’s Graves’ mounds, also lost) or a divine figure.
This prefix has been the subject of much etymological scrutiny, although Bullen
has convincingly argued it likely denotes a ‘particularly dry area of ground in a
marsh’, making it recognisably distinct within the landscape. This would explain
the close cluster of toponyms.53 However, this does not exclude the possibility
that the Bel- element may have been knowingly proliferated within the local
environment on the Isle of Axholme as an identifying marker, as will be
expanded upon shortly. Sarah Semple, among others, has argued for a spiritual
reason for the locations of certain early medieval communities and battles, and
the plethora of both visible and lost prehistoric landmarks around the Isle would
certainly fit that assumption, as would the large bodies of water and fenland that
surrounded the place.54 David Wilson postulated that Easole, in Kent, may derive
from OE ‘god’s spur’,55 and on that same note, the Ealand in the Isle might very
well derive from ‘god’s land’, further indicating spiritual associations for the
archipelago. The etymology of Ealand would suggest it derives from ‘island by
water’ but a double meaning for the name, recognised at the time of its currency,
is not impossible.56 Deriving from a different – Christian – context, near Crowle,
is the toponym of Godney Bridge; possibly from OE ‘God’s Island’.57

Equally, an assertion could be made that the high number of -ingas- toponyms
around the Isle correlates with the aforementioned pre-Roman tumuli and that
these were prehistoric features used to cement a sense of belonging and tribal
identity back through time. Natural borders, such as the tributaries of the River
Trent that surrounded and, at times of high tide, bisected the Isle, would have
also served as recognisable divisions between territories. Interestingly, in 1747,
the mummified remains of a woman were discovered that have since been
tentatively dated between 200–400 CE.58 This individual, termed ‘The Amcotts
Lady’, had been submerged upright near the eponymous village on the very edge
of the River Trent. Nearby, across the Thorne Moors to the west of the Isle, was
found a dismembered arm complete with an Iron Age torc attached.59 Both of
these bog burials were found in liminal places and on geographic borders, quite
possibly reflecting tribal divisions and areas where one ‘polity’ ended and

53 Bullen, ‘A Survey of the Place-names of the Isle of Axholme’, pp. 137–8, for the specific
etymologies of Belton and Beltoft, and p. 226 for Belgrave.

54 Semple, Perceptions of the Prehistoric, pp. 31–6, 46–7, 57, 95, 112, 120, 127.
55 D. Wilson, Anglo-Saxon Paganism (London, 1992), p. 21, although a more specific ea- (god-)

linguistic connection is made in Semple, Perceptions of the Prehistoric, using Wilson’s earlier
conflation, p. 70.

56 Bullen, ‘A Survey of the Place-names of the Isle of Axholme’, p. 179.
57 Ibid. p. 183. Bullen remarks that ‘the forms [of Godney Bridge] are probably too late in date for

secure interpretation’ but discounts the suggestion that God- stems from Godn, the shortened version
of the name Godwin.

58 The original discovery of the body is recorded in a contemporary letter; G. Stovin, ‘II. A Letter
from Mr. G. Stovin to his Son, concerning the Body of a Woman, and an Antique Shoe, Found in a
Morass in the Isle of Axholm in Lincolnshire’, Philosophical Trans. of the Royal Soc. of London 44 (1747),
571–5. However, the analysis was not published until R. C. Turner and M. Rhodes, ‘A Bog Body and its
Shoes from Amcotts, Lincolnshire’, The Antiquaries Jnl 72 (1992), 76–90.

59 P. C. Buckland, ‘Thorne Moors. A Palaeoecological Study of a Bronze Age Site: a Contribution to
the History of the British Insect Fauna’ (unpubl. working paper, Univ. of Birmingham, 1979).
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another began, as can be observed through parallels in contemporary Irish bog
burials.60 It is very possible such borders were reaffirmed beyond the Iron Age and
Roman period and repurposed by early medieval societies through an acknow-
ledgement of the extant monuments, as seen elsewhere across England and,
indeed, more widely in Europe. Prehistoric tumuli are often observed as having
been reused as land-markers between farmsteads and larger polities in the early
medieval period, and this was evidently also the case in the Isle, given the
toponym ‘Barrow Furlong’ in Belton.61

All of this is to comment on the fact that it is likely the Isle, and its immediate
surroundings, were home to a diverse array of competing kin groups in the early
medieval period, as evidenced by toponyms and supported by other pieces of
information. Indeed, any area with a high concentration of -ingas- toponyms
could be described similarly, but for the Isle, the reason for this can be plausibly
linked to the character of the surrounding topography; the Humber Wash
connects an array of landing points,62 and the Isle and the chalk wolds to the
east will have been valuable areas. This further demonstrates why the southern
frontier of Northumbria seems to terminate around this point specifically. If we
use Higham’s ‘frontier zone’model for the Humber Wash then it seems realistic
to postulate that the competing kin groups around the Isle, as observed through
toponymy, were all part of a united ‘frontier’ character.63 This would then line up
with Myres’ Humbrenses argument based on Sancton-ware pottery and its distri-
bution across both sides of the River Humber, along with wider readings of
charters and documents from the eighth century that use ‘Humber’ as a descrip-
tive element for various peoples, implying that the river was not the boundary
but the bridge that united them.64 Rollason also argues that ‘the North-

60 E. P. Kelly, ‘An Archaeological Interpretation of Irish Iron Age Bog Bodies’, The Archaeol. of
Violence: Interdisciplinary Approaches 2 (2013), 232–40. Interpretations of Iron Age bog burials vary and
the argument associating their placement with territorial markers has been discussed in various
works; this, however, is a very up-to-date approach.

61 The relationship between prehistoric barrows and the early medieval period is introduced in
S. Semple, ‘A Fear of the Past: the Place of the Prehistoric Burial Mound in the Ideology of Middle and
Later Anglo‐Saxon England’,World Archaeol. 30 (1998), 109–26, and D. Hooke, ‘Burial Features in West
Midland Charters’, JEPNS 13 (1980), 1–40, discusses the -furlong toponymic element more broadly.

62 There is a small scattering of -hȳth toponyms (for ‘inland port’) to the south of the Isle (West and
East Stockwith, andWalkerith) along with -stæth (for ‘landing place’) seen at Flixborough Stather and
Burton Stather to the east, together highlighting the importance of local beaches and artificial
constructions designed to take advantage of crossing points andmarket spots. For an explanation for
these toponyms specifically, see M. Gelling and A. Cole, The Landscape of Place-Names (Donington,
2000), pp. 83–4, 87–8, 91. In A. Cole, ‘The Place-Name Evidence for Water Transport in Early Medieval
England’,Waterways and Canal Building in Medieval England, ed. J. Blair and H. Hamerow (Oxford, 2007),
pp. 55–84, at 84, Cole suggests North Lincolnshire’s aforementioned -hȳth names were connected to
the Bykers Dyke, near the River Idle, as part of a system of crossing points already prominent before
the thirteenth century.

63 Higham, ‘Northumbria’s Southern Frontier’, pp. 408–9, 416.
64 J. N. L. Myres, ‘Historical Revision: LXXX. — the Teutonic Settlement of Northern England’,

History 20 (1935), 250–62 and J. N. L. Myres, ‘The Present State of the Archæological Evidence for the
Anglo‐Saxon Conquest 1’, History 21 (1937), 317–30. This argument, based on the distribution of
similar pottery across both sides of the River Humber, was based on the belief that a pre-Roman tribal
entity existed which spanned the river and remained a consolidated polity well into the early
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Humbrians’ were a new political entity even in Bede’s time, and that this
geographic descriptor became popular to describe miscellaneous confederacies
north of the river. Myres’ pottery-based argument was that the Humber linked
similar yet disparate communities across the waterways themselves. While this
is an old discussion, Myres’ Humbrenses theories correlate with modern analyses
of the origin of the name ‘North-Humbrians’, and the nature of the River Humber
as a ‘boundary’. While these wetlands have always functioned as something of a
central limit, the Humber should not solely be seen as a prohibitor to movement
but, following IJssennagger’ s research in Frisia, more of a ‘poly-ethnic transi-
tional region’, home to various multi-layered and competing hybrid identities.65

A bridge, not just a barrier.

Flixborough and the North Sea Economy

Wetlands also functioned as connective tissue within England and across the
North Sea. Once again, comparisons with Frisia as a ‘central because liminal’ zone
are fruitful. Seventh- and eighth-century North Sea pennies are a further link
between these two locations; out of the entirety of England, the PAS count for
Lincolnshire is the highest at 405.66

The reason for this is debatable and could be down to discovery bias, but it is
plausible that themarshy alluvial character of much of Lincolnshire and the East
Anglian fen is responsible; these watery places were largely impassable on foot
but for a maritime society they became ‘changeover stations’.67 In the North Sea
exchange network, areas of tidally-locked coastal marshland will have acted as
extensions of the sea and, thus, would have been ripe for maritime harbours and
trading zones. In addition, one could attribute the spread of this transferable
currency across Lincolnshire to the Frisians, who were prolific traders and
crafters across the North Sea during the seventh century.68 It seems plausible,

medieval period. Whilst this has now been refuted, the core concept of the Humber acting as more of
a connective artery formaterial goods and ideas, instead of a political barrier, has been demonstrated
to be true. Leahy, Interrupting the Pots, also comes to a similar conclusion, that a contiguous post-
Roman polity uniting Deira, Elmet and Lindsey together via the Humber and associated pottery forms
is unlikely, but that there are clear links between these areas just down to their proximity to one
another, pp. 100–101. More recent scholarship on the same pottery forms can be found in M. A.
Hawkes, ‘Early Anglo-Saxon Settlement in the East Midlands AD 450–850’ (unpubl. doctoral thesis,
Univ. of Leicester, 2007).

65 IJssennagger, Central because Liminal, p. 27. This is relevant for the Humber Wash because the
entire North Sea coastal rim would have been closely linked through maritime navigation and
exchange. The geography of the Frisian islands and tidal flats, and the early medieval Humber
Estuary, are similar too, though not identical, making comments about Frisia a worthwhile parallel.

66 This data was gathered in May 2023, and, it is important to note, only considers coin finds from
the PAS. Data from the Corpus of Early Medieval Coin Finds, which includes many thousands of other
examples, is not included.

67 M. Adams, Ælfred’s Britain: War and Peace in the Viking Age (London, 2017), p. 281.
68 R. H. Bremmer, Jr, ‘North-Sea Germanic at the Cross-roads: the Emergence of Frisian and

Hollandish’,NOWELE 54 (2008), 279–308. This evidence was applied to Lindsey in A. Harvey, ‘An Isle Of
Britons, Frisians, and Scandinavians in North Lincolnshire’ (unpubl. paper presented at conference
Early Medieval Britain: Continuity and Change, Univ, of Lancaster 2023) and in a forthcoming publication
of papers presented at the Fourth Dorestad Congress, 2025.
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then, that the proliferation of these coins – and thus trading centres – across
these areas, notably Lincolnshire, was due to the geography. Kevin Leahy has
argued that Lindsey had nomajorwic site like other kingdoms and had, instead, a
‘network’ of trading centres much in the same way that there was a network of
monastic sites within the county, too. There is even the likelihood that secular
and spiritual sites were specifically paired.69 One of the wealthiest of these
productive sites, and indeed the wealthiest rural early medieval settlement ever
discovered, is Flixborough.

Flixborough lies to the immediate east of the Isle of Axholme and the
excavation reports of Christopher Loveluck provide a thorough overview of
the settlement’s history over a thousand years.70 By the end of the eleventh
century, Flixborough’s archaeofaunal assemblages demonstrate a wide array of
cetacean remains. These animals were likely hunted via whale drives in the
shallower waters beside the Isle of Axholme, though this practice is not men-
tioned in the contemporary Ælfric’s Colloquy, which only specifies that whales
were caught generally.71 In this regard, the Isle was the immediate hinterland for
the site; its residents likely facing eastward with local commerce and subsistence
aimed in that direction over the River Trent – as a result, Flixborough and the Isle
are intimately connected. This is supported by PAS evidence: the Isle’s metal-
detected record from < 650 CE onwards is dominated by net-sinker weights of the
‘Flixborough’ type, a locally manufactured fishing tool made at the settlement
for use in a regional maritime subsistence economy.72

Contemporary with these weights, Flixborough’s earliest phase indicates that
the site grew from a seasonalmarket centre to a regionally important productive
site, much in the samemanner that the Frisian colony at Fishergate developed in
York.73 Charnwood-ware appears frequently in the artefactual record, along

69 K. Leahy, The Anglo-Saxon Kingdom of Lindsey (Cheltenham, 2010), pp. 142–3, citing D. Stocker,
‘The Early Church in Lincolnshire’, Pre-Viking Lindsey, ed. Vince, pp. 101–22, at 106–9.

70 The Flixborough excavation reports are vast and extremely informative; all relevant texts are
listed below. Life and Economy at Early Medieval Flixborough, c. AD 600–1000: the Artefact Evidence, ed. D. H.
Evans and C. Loveluck, Excavations at Flixborough 2 (Oxford, 2009); C. Loveluck ‘A High-status Anglo-
Saxon Settlement at Flixborough, Lincolnshire’, Antiquity 72 (1998), 146–161; C. Loveluck, Rural
Settlement, Lifestyles and Social Change in the Later First Millennium AD: Anglo-Saxon Flixborough and its
Wider Context, Excavations at Flixborough 4 (Oxford, 2007); C. Loveluck and D. Atkinson, The Early
Medieval Settlement Remains from Flixborough, Lincolnshire: the Occupation Sequence, c. AD 600–1000,
Excavations at Flixborough 1 (Oxford, 2007); K. Dobney, D. Jaques, J. Barrett and C. Johnstone, Farmers,
Monks and Aristocrats: the Environmental Archaeology of Anglo-Saxon Flixborough, Excavations at Flixbo-
rough 3 (Oxford, 2008).

71 An Anglo-Saxon Abbot. Ælfric of Eynsham, a Study, ed. S. H. Gem (Edinburgh, 1912), p. 187; ‘Yet there
are many, who catch whales, and escape the dangers and make great profit thereby’.

72 The PAS record for the Isle of Axholme and its environs lists hundreds, if not thousands, of these
‘Flixborough-type’ net sinker weights, with a distribution as far north as East Yorkshire. It seems
clear they were manufactured en masse at the site and naturally disseminated outwards through the
consistent and convergent use of tools in fishing and trading. At the time of writing, one of the most
recent uploads is NLM-4C981B.

73 The Fishergate site in York has long been associated with an early ‘Frisian’ presence, indicative
of general North Sea trade andmigration in the seventh century. This argument was first discussed in
M. Fafinski, ‘The Moving Centre: Trade and Travel in York from Roman to Anglo-Saxon times’,World
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with a small number of residential buildings and, by the late 600s, material from
the Rhineland, indicating a significant degree of international trade.74 Flixbo-
roughmay have also held a dual function as both awic and amonastery, given the
later significant presence of styli and cattle remains from the production of
vellum. A definitive conclusion about Flixborough remains to be reached, but
nearby excavations and preliminary investigations into the earthworks at Hal-
ton Park and West Halton indicate that the site may well be linked with the
Alfthammentioned in the 679 entry of the Liber Eliensis as a late seventh-century
Northumbrian monastery on the southern border.75 Granted, this is a twelfth-
century source, that likely drew on an earlier, lost hagiography of Saint Æthel-
thryth, so an exact equation cannot be reached. The Flixborough site is the most
likely estimate other than another, unrecorded, and unexcavated monastery. It
has more recently been suggested that Flixborough was a key ‘exchange node’
and ‘rich minster’ amidst wider international trade networks; the archaeofaunal
assemblages indicate a multi-faceted busy domestic role with links to nearby
arable and agropastoral terrain, but also across the North Sea.76

Flixborough was a very wealthy productive site, one of several in a county
that has been recognised through the work of the PAS as inordinately abundant
in terms of loose penny finds (Fig. 8). These have not been found in hoards, and so
likely indicate that there was a comparatively high degree of inter-societal
trading within Lindsey, alioning with Sindbæk’s exchange model for Viking
Age Scandinavia.77 From this point of view, Lindsey’s relative absence from
the documentary record becomes more interesting. If it was truly one of the
richer areas of the British Isles in the seventh century, then the fact that it was

Archaeol. 12 (1980), 43–53 and applied to Flixborough in C. Loveluck ‘Central-places, Exchange and
Maritime-oriented Identity around the North Sea andWestern Baltic, AD 600–1100’, in From One Sea to
Another: Trading Places in the European andMediterranean Early Middle Ages. Proceedings of the International
Conference, Comacchio, 27th–29th March 2009, ed. S. Gelichi and R. Hodges, Seminari del Centro inter-
universitario per la storia e l’archeologia dell’alto medioevo 3 (Turnhout, 2012), 123–65.

74 Life and Economy at Early Medieval Flixborough, ed. Evans and Loveluck, pp. 346, 378, 393 for
discussion of the distribution of Charnwood-ware, p. 364 for pottery and other imports from the
Rhineland. An extremely detailed discussion of the quantity of styli recovered from the site, the
implications of the assemblage, and a few relevant finds (including an inscribed lead sheet), can be
found across pp. 123–38. Wilmott, ‘Re-evaluating the Landscape of Early Ecclesiastical Foundation’,
includes an extensive commentary on the excavations at West Halton, and the connections between
it and Flixborough, and other monastic sites across Lindsey.

75 Alftham is mentioned in Liber Eliensis: a History of the Isle of Ely from the Seventh Century to the
Twelfth compiled by a Monk of Ely in the Twelfth Century, trans. J. Fairweather (Woodbridge, 2005), p. 38,
and explored repeatedly throughout Wilmott, ‘Re-evaluating the Landscape of Early Ecclesiastical
Foundation in the Kingdom of Lindsey’.

76 J. Blair, Building Anglo-Saxon England (Princeton, 2018), pp. 186, 206, 247.
77 S. M. Sindbæk, ‘The SmallWorld of the Vikings: Networks in EarlyMedieval Communication and

Exchange’, Norwegian Archaeol. Rev. 40 (2007), 59–74. Additionally, it has been convincingly argued
that Flixborough, and its relationship with nearby landing places and smaller, more ephemeral,
beach markets across the Humber Wash, ‘mirror[ed] the wide dispersion of imports in Frisia and
Flanders’, appearing ‘characteristic of the “entry-point regions” and “contact zones” along the
[English] Channel and North Sea coasts’: C. Loveluck, and D. Tys, ‘Coastal Societies, Exchange and
Identity along the Channel and Southern North Sea Shores of Europe, AD 600–1000’, Jnl of Maritime
Archaeol. 1 (2006), 140–69, at 152.
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repeatedly raided by Northumbria andMercia, and juggled between them during
the reigns of multiple monarchs, seems explicable. Flixborough’s position, right
on the very northern limits of Lindsey, directly parallel to the Isle, supports the
idea that both the Isle of Axholme and this northern frontier served as key points
of geographic and socio-economic articulation along these kingdoms’ shifting
borders, and were a heavily contested area.

The Isle has long been recognised also as an area of strong agricultural
potential; antiquarian studies since the seventeenth century have remarked
upon the extraordinary layers of peat which have led to a very bountiful seasonal
yield.79 The economic assessments of the Isle in Domesday Book also indicate a
spread of reasonably wealthy agropastoralist settlements, with considerable
industry relating to marine subsistence. Crowle, for instance, whose toponym
derives from OE cruw (‘at the river bend’), held thirty-one fisheries yet only
housed thirty-four total residents.80 Given the Isle’s agricultural and marine

Figure 8: Bar chart of the nine highest penny/sceatta counts on the PAS across the country, measured

by the density of finds (quantity of sceattas divided by county dimensions in kilometre-squared),

segmented bymodern unitary authority.78 This demonstrates the greater notional percentage of pennies

per square kilometre across the Lincolnshire region and its surroundings.

78 A. Harvey, ‘Sceattas and Saltmarshes: the Role of Lindsey in 6th-Century Economies in England’
(unpubl. paper presented at IMC, Leeds, 3 July 2023). The calculation used in the creation of the bar
chart was based on the size of the unitary authority (kilometres squared) divided by quantity of
sceatta finds as designated by the PAS: North East Lincolnshire, 137 ÷ 192 = 0.713; Isle of Wight, 171 ÷
380 = 0.451 (this region has an unusually rich reporting of finds); Lincolnshire, 405 ÷ 6,959 = 0.058; East
Riding, 136 ÷ 2,479 = 0.054; Kent, 197 ÷ 3735 = 0.052; Suffolk, 166 ÷ 3,802 = 0.043; Hampshire, 144 ÷ 3,700 =
0.038; Yorkshire, 238 ÷ 11,903 = 0.019; North Yorkshire, 135 ÷ 8,654 = 0.015;West Midlands, 116 ÷ 13,004
= 0.008.

79 W. F. Rawnsley, Highways and Byways in Lincolnshire (London, 1914), pp. 208–9.
80 A. Powell-Smith, Open Domesday (2011), http://opendomesday.org. Crowle, Lincolnshire, ed. J. J.

N. Palmer, Domesday Book.
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capabilities, and the fact that Flixborough has been recognised as a very wealthy
site, an economic explanation for the frequent seventh-century battles can be
put forward, to go alongside the ‘ritual’ argument as suggested earlier with the
barrow mounds, the status of watery places in contemporary literature, and
Semple and Halsall’s wider comments about prehistoric monuments and raiding
cycles.

Summary

To conclude this segment, we must return to the toponyms of the Isle of
Axholme, principally those that feature the -ingas- element, and apply to them
broader theories about warfare and over-kingship. Both David Dumville and
Thomas Charles-Edwards, among others, have convincingly demonstrated how
many kings were subservient to overlords.81 The many -ingas- place names,
alongside this paper’s earlier argument for their being representative of com-
peting kin groups may, in this case, be evidence of petty rulers operating under
either Northumbrian or Mercian hegemony along this liminal borderland.
Almost all the opposing parties involved in the battles between 616 and
679 are described by Bede as having under-kings or sub-rulers supporting their
own forces.82 Each armywas, then, a confederacy of linked peopleswhoma single
overlord (for instance, King Penda of Mercia or King Oswald) oversaw. The Isle,
this rich and resourceful area of land situated at the centre of a demonstrable
frontier zone, complete with prehistoric landmarks and -ingas- place names, and
near to Roman roads and vital navigable waterways, along with an extremely
wealthy, rural productive site at Flixborough, seems a very viable location to
suggest as an area of client kingship. This would not necessarily conflict with
Caitlin Green’s arguments for a Brythonic polity of *Lindēs and its broader
cemetery assemblages. The Isle is not only north (and thus outside) of her
observed ‘cemetery radius’ but also was only just included in the aforementioned
Lindsey Survey, so might well have been considered part of the regio of Hatfield
instead, or as its own distinct micro-territory.83

81 D. N. Dumville, ‘The Terminology of Overkingship in Early Anglo-Saxon England’, The Anglo-
Saxons from the Migration Period to the Eighth Century: an Ethnographic Perspective, ed. J. Hines, Stud. in
Hist. Archaeoethnology 2 (Woodbridge, 1997), p. 345–73, and T. H. Charles-Edwards, Wales and the
Britons, 350–1064 (Oxford, 2012), pp. 319, 322. The concept of early medieval overkingship is now well-
embedded in scholarly thought.

82 It is worth noting the ASC describes ‘thirty princes, and some of them were kings’ going into
battle between Doncaster and Leeds in 655. ASC s.a. 655, p. 20.

83 Beneath the regio ‘layer’ of political nomenclature may have been something similar to the
Roman administrative term pagi. Islands off the coast of the Frisian lowlands were referred to as pagi
in eighth-century law codes, discussed in IJssennagger, Central because Liminal, p. 216. It might well be
the case that ‘Axholme’was a pagus; the toponym of Crowle (‘at the river bend’) is similar to the type
of language used in charters to describe boundary clauses. The most pertinent and developed
example would be S 1272, translated in D. Hooke, Worcestershire Anglo-Saxon Charter-Bounds (Wood-
bridge, 1990), pp. 135–36. This boundary clause includes various phrases like ‘across the heath’,
‘[round] the bright stream’, ‘round the hill of crows to the confluence’, all describing the limits along a
noteworthy watercourse. S 1272 ends with ‘Signed in the place which is called at the valley’, not
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This section has brought together many interdisciplinary strands of infor-
mation about the geographical, spiritual, and socio-economic position of the Isle
of Axholme, demonstrating why battles were likely to occur in the vicinity of an
area with such a character. It should, therefore, be of interest to assess the
relationship between the Isle and these major battles specifically.

The First Fallen King: At the River Idlae

Following Bede,84 the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle also describes Æthelfrith’s death
in 616, highlighting the dynastic elements of the conflict between him and rival
Edwin:85 ‘Æthelfrith of the Northumbrians was slain by Rædwald king of the East-
Angles, and Edwin the son of Alla succeeded to the kingdom …’While there is no
mention of the site itself, the two armies would havemost likelymet along one of
the Roman roads knitting together the frontiers of the peoples north and south
of the Humber. Using Bede’s identification, this would place the conflict either
along Ermine Street directly, near Bawtry or Scaftworth, or on one of the two
identified branches of Ermine Street that run throughmodern Nottinghamshire:
the Fosse Way that connected Ratae (Leicester) to Lindum Colonia and then the
connecting route from there to Segelocum (Littleborough), and thence through
Sturton-le-Steeple, North Wheatley, Clayworth and Bawtry to Danum
(Doncaster).86 To the east of this thoroughfare was the River Trent, cutting a
wider path than it does today. In 1810, repair initiatives on the wooden bridge at
Till Bridge Lane revealed layers of pre-Conquest material beneath the peat,
which once acted as a causeway over the surrounding floodplains and as an
extension of the pre-existing Roman road, which terminates at the Trent and
does not extend eastwards into the Humber Wash.87 Bawtry, then, positioned on
the eastern banks of the Idle and, principally, along these roads used for military
campaigning, seems as good a guess as is possible for the location of the battle.
There is also burgeoning evidence that Bawtry had a small Roman fort; aerial
photographs have revealed roughly 0.4 hectares’worth of ditches and earthwork
internments, though this evidence demands further analysis.88 If the presence of

dissimilar to ‘at the river bend’ as postulated for Crowle’s etymology. A similar and versatile
vocabulary of stock phrases used by administrators may lie behind some of Axholme’s toponyms.

84 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica ii.12 (ed. Colgrave and Mynors, p. 181).
85 ASC s.a. 616, p. 16. ‘Æþelfrið Norðhymbra cyning wæs ofslægen fram Rædwald, Eastengla

cyninge, and Eadwine Ælles sunu feng to þam rice’.
86 The corresponding Margary numbers for these roads and their branches are 2d (Ermine Street

from Lincoln), and 5f (the Fosse Way from Leicester to Lincoln). I. D. Margary, Roman Roads in Britain
(London, 1973), pp. 166, 192.

87 The initial discovery is mentioned in T. Allen, The History of the County of Lincoln: from the Earliest
Period to the Present Time (Lincoln, 1834), p. 58, but more detailed excavations of nearby Roman alder
and oak bridge-timbers by Bawtry and Scaftworth are covered in R. Van De Noort, The Humber
Wetlands: the Archaeology of a Dynamic Landscape (Hull, 2004), pp. 112–13.

88 Wetland Heritage of the Humberhead Levels: an Archaeological Survey, ed. R. Van De Noort and S. Ellis
(Hull, 1997), pp. 111–14, 117. Scaftworth and the surrounding sites are suggested as ‘examples of
Romanised behaviour, where status and ownership was emphasised by adopting Roman military
features, but which were set within the much longer tradition of the field systems […].’ Specific
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a castrum at Bawtry can be confirmed, then it is possible that the Battle of
the River Idle was fought around the fort and was not an open-country
encounter.

The identification of Æthelfrith’s defeat with Bawtry would make this into a
conflict on Northumbria’s southernmost border, involving late Roman earth-
works at Bawtry and Scaftworth and following the course of pre-existing roads.
The Isle of Axholme, just north of Bawtry, may well have been a prominent and
visible landmass, distinguishing where one territory ended and where another
began. Ermine Street, the road postulated to have been the route of King
Rædwald and Edwin to the Battle of the River Idle, is also overlooked, further
south, by the Caenby barrow mound, discovered in 1849. When excavated, this
revealed an early medieval elite burial assemblage, displaying Roman, North Sea
and insular artistic affinities (Fig. 9).89

Again, like the tumuli across the Isle of Axholme, this was an earthen
monument situated in a place visible along areas of frequent mobility; an
imposing structure for others to look upon on their way into or through a
territory. It is worth mentioning yet again that while the Isle was included in
the Lindsey Survey, it seems clear that its character was more of a nebulous

Figure 9: Illustrations of the Caenby barrow mound assemblage, drawn by Edwin George Jarvis

in 1849. Adapted from Jarvis, ‘Account of the Discovery of Ornaments and Remains’.

mention of Scaftworth and its environs in the post-Roman period is limited to palynological analyses,
ibid. p. 129.

89 E. G. Jarvis ‘Account of the Discovery of Ornaments and Remains, Supposed to be of Danish
Origin, in the Parish of Caenby, Lincolnshire’, ArchJ 7 (1850), 36–44.
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frontier zone, with Flixborough as a possible entrepôt between kingdoms
(Mercia, Northumbria, Lindsey). Following the Battle of the River Idle, the
contemporaneous occupational layers of Flixborough only display an increase
in the local economy; locally produced and imported pottery wares, and an
uptick in the creation of structures indicated by the presence of post-holes. It is
possible that this could be attributed to the oversight of a new Northumbrian
ruler, this being King Edwin. However, within seventeen years, King Edwinwould
also be defeated, merely twenty kilometres north of the site of his predecessor’s
defeat.

The Second Fallen King: At Heathfelth

‘This year [632/633] king Edwin was slain by Cadwalla and Penda at Heathfield on
the second before the Ides of October, and he reigned seventeen years; his son
Osfrid was also slain with him. And after that went Cadwalla and Penda and laid
waste the whole country of the North-humbrians…’.90 As the ASC and Bede state,
this was the Battle of Heathfelth (Hatfield Chase), between King Edwin of North-
umbria and an opposing coalition led by Cadwallon of Gwynedd and Penda, a
heathen warlord from Mercia. Whilst the religious undertones are obvious and
come through plainly in Bede’s text, we cannot overlook the geographic prox-
imity to Edwin’s predecessor’s death, just twenty kilometres south at Bawtry.
Again, the Roman road of Ermine Street which cut alongside the bogland expanse
of Heathfelth appears to have been the main thoroughfare leading these two
armies against one another.

Heathfelth has long been equated with Hatfield Chase by scholars such as
Parker and Breeze, though there is an emerging body of metal-detected and
church-dedication evidence which might shift the conflict southwards near
either Edwinstowe or Cuckney, near Mansfield in Nottinghamshire.91 Cuckney
is significantly further away from the Isle of Axholme than Hatfield Chase but
neither attestation is currently certain, so for present purposes, we will endorse
Hatfield Chase. In doing so is to recognise once again the proximity of the Isle to
this second conflict, to the immediate east of Hatfield. Etymologically, Heathfelth

90 ASC s.a. 632, p. 25. ‘Þissum gēare wæs Eadwine cing ofslægen fram Cadwallan and Pendan æt
Hæðfelda onǣfemreǣrra Idum Octobrism�anes, and hē rīcsode seofontīene gēar. And his sunu Osfrid
wæs �ac ofslægen mid him. Æfter þissum fōron Cadwalla and Penda and fordydon ealne þone eard
Norðhymbra.’

91 As per personal communications (April 2023) with the Battle of Hatfield Investigation Society
(hereafter BOHIS), whose full list of interim reports and publications can be found at https://
battleofhatfieldsociety.co.uk/publications. Of particular relevance is A. Gaunt, ‘LiDAR Analysis and
Ground-truthing, Carburton Camp, Nottinghamshire’, LiDAR Survey Report, Mercian Archaeol.
Services CIC Open Reports 49 (Nottingham, 2019), pp. 40–2. Max Adams also suggests a more
northerly site for the battle, closer to Pontefract, in The King in the North: Life and Times of Oswald of
Northumbria (London, 2013), pp. 126–7. A. Breeze, preferring ‘south-east of Doncaster on the old road
from Lincoln, where it fringes the marshes of Heathfelth, later Hatfield Chase’ places the battle closer
to the Isle in British Battles 493–937: Mount Badon to Brunanburh (London, 2020), p. 77. M. S. Parker, ‘The
Province of Hatfield’,Northern Hist. 28 (1992), 42–69, likewise correlatesHeathfelthwith Hatfield Chase,
and by association the eponymous battle.
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hails from OE ‘hǣð’ (a tract of open or uncultivated land) and ‘feld’ for field.92

This whole territory, a regio or petty polity, was a horizonless wetland, whose
main settlement appears to have been Stainforth, the very name of which
indicates a crossing point: Stenforde fromON ‘stone ford’.93 Like Frisia, the terrain
of Heathfelthland would have made it into a bit of a ‘transitional region’,94 which
raises questions about the actual linear limit (if there ever was one) of North-
umbria. King Ecgfrith is referred to in 680 as ‘king of the Humbrians’ (Ecgfrido rege
Humbronensium),95 and later the Northumbrian U-text of the Canones Theodori
uses the phrase ‘Humbrian disciple’ (Discipulus Umbrensis),96 further indicating
that Northumbria’s dominion extended south of the Humber.

There is also a second description of this battle. The Annales Cambriae (c. 829)
describes the location as not Heathfelth but ‘Gueith Meicen; and there Etguin was
slain with his two sons’ (Gueith Meicen; et ibi interfectus est Etguin cum duobos
filiis suis), an entry the Historia Brittonum expands upon.97

Gueith Meicen, et ibi interfectus est Etguin cum duobus filiis suis; Catguol-
laun autem victor fuit.

Duo filli Edguin erant, et cum ipso corruerunt in bello Meicen, at de origine
eius numquam iteratum est regnum, quia non euasit unus de genere illius de
isto bello, sed interfecti omnes sunt cum illo ab exercitu Catguollauni, regis
Guendotae regionis.98

92 Gelling and Cole, The Landscape of Place-Names, pp. 269–78, for an extended discussion on the
meanings of the OE words hæð- (‘heath’) and -feld, using Hatfield Chase as an example. A point of
contention is that -feld (‘open land’) could either hint at barrenness or said land being commonly
cultivated (thus ‘open’ in a territorial sense), so not to be translated ‘field’ in the modern, enclosed
sense. This debate fundamentally reshapes perspectives on what is meant by Haethfelthland (‘open
heath field land’) and it might be that both words were situational; -feld is distinguished from terms
like yrthland (‘arable land’), and hæðfeld starts to look like a generic appellative in later charters,
possibly suggesting it meant something very common like ‘tract of uncultivated, open land’, ibid.
p. 279. Importantly, land being uncultivated does not mean it was not useful.

93 M. Parker, ‘An Anglo-Saxon Monastery in the Lower Don valley’, Northern Hist. 21 (1985) 19–32,
at 20 and 27, suggests Stainforth was the site of amajor monastery raided in 794 according to the ASC.
Stainforth, whilst its current name derives from ON, presumably hails from an OE cognate (also for
‘stone ford’), reflecting a pre-existing toponym, but there is minimal evidence there was amonastery
here. Adlingfleet, west of the Isle, is much more likely, as suggested in Wilmott ‘Re-evaluating the
Landscape of Early Ecclesiastical Foundation in the Kingdom of Lindsey’, p. 26.

94 IJssennagger, Central because Liminal, p. 27.
95 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica iv.17 (ed. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 349–53), allegedly quoting from a

contemporary source from the Hatfield synod, probably obtained from Canterbury. The specific use
of the word ‘Humbrian’ occurs at pp. 384–5.

96 A useful chart of pre-Viking Age terms used to describe the Northumbrian people can be found
in Higham, ‘Northumbria’s Southern Frontier’, p. 394, table 1. To briefly repeat; ‘Transhumbrian’,
‘northern people’, ‘northerners’, and ‘Humbrensans’ are used between 704–750.

97 Annales Cambriae and Historia Brittonum. (D. N. Dumville, ‘Textual History of the Welsh-Latin
Historia Brittonum’ (unpubl. PhD dissertation, Univ. of Edinburgh, 1975), p. 240, also Egerton
Phillimore’s edition ‘The Annales Cambriae and Old-Welsh Genealogies from Harleian MS. 3859’, Y
Cymmrodor 9 (1888), p. 191).

98 ‘Gueith Meicen, and Etguin was slain there with his two sons; But Catguollaun was victorious.
[…] There were two sons of Edwin, who fell with him in battle at Meicen, and the kingdom was never
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Meicen may be the original Brythonic name for Heathfelth. This is not an unlikely
suggestion, given that Green has already demonstrated Lindsey, just to the east,
also had a Brythonic name before anglicisation, and so too did Nottingham and
‘regione Dunutinga’, nearby polities which formed a network of overlordship for
seventh-century Mercia and Northumbria.99 If Meicen is Heathfelth then what of
‘Gueith’? In a poem from the Book of Taliesin, Gweith Gwenystrad, ‘Gweith’ means
‘work’, ‘fortification’, or ‘battle work’, quite possibly in reference to an extant
Roman fort. Elsewhere it might generically mean ‘action’.100 Gueith Meicenmight
then be ‘the fortification of Meicen’ with Meicen itself later descending into OW
Maigen which means ‘battle’.101 Ultimately the meaning of Meicen is unclear but,
interestingly, just east of Hatfield on the edge of the Isle of Axholme is the village
of Wroot (from OE Wroth meaning ‘snout of land’), which until recently was
located near a dried lake referred to locally as Lake Meisen (and variations
thereof; Messen, Misen, Misna). This is a similar root for the modern village of
Misson, near Wroot, and another large body of water by the Isle –Messic Mere –
was also once located nearby.102 It is not implausible that, through folk etymol-
ogy and a descent through Late British/Old Welsh/Old English, Meicen became
rendered asMeisen. There is also the extant toponym of Messingham, east of the

renewed in his family, because not one of his race escaped from that war; but all were slain with him
by the army of Catguollaunus, king of the Guendota’, Historia Brittonum, trans. J. A. Giles (Cambridge,
2000), p. 27.

99 This linguistic argument forms the core of Green, ‘The British Kingdom of Lindsey’, but is not the
only example of an Old English name having Brythonic parallels. In Asser, Life of King Alfred. trans.
A. Stevenson (Chicago, 1906). p. 6, Nottingham is rendered ‘in the British tongue, Tiggocobauc’ (‘cavy
house’). There is also a discussion about northwestern ‘British’ polities whose names were rewritten in
Old English in G. R. Jones, ‘Some Donations to Bishop Wilfrid in Northern England’, Northern Hist. 31
(1995), 22–38. The Tribal Hidage also lists Elmedsætna instead of the Brythonic Elmet, possibly a
rationalisation in Old English of the ‘settlers’ or ‘inhabitants within Elmet’. A good notion to keep in
mind is that ‘place names are cultural artefacts arising from interactions between language and
environment’, The Oxford Handbook of Names and Naming, ed. C. Hough (Oxford, 2016), p. 70. Several
places would have been named alternatively through different tongues and creolisation; toponyms are
inherently kaleidoscopic, and can be contradictory and often sporadically diverse.We can only interpret
the linguistic snapshots of a very fluid and ever-changing process between speaker, language, and
landscape. A discussion of this is D. Henson, ‘Place-Names and the Anglian takeover of Elmet’ (unpubl.
paper, available online at https://www.academia.edu/1770730/place_names_and_the_Anglian_take_over_
of_Elmet), p. 22. Another interesting example of Brythonic and Old English names for the same place
is the case of Craven, discussed in K. B. Stephenson and W. Stuart, ‘West Marton: at the Centre of
Craven?’, Craven History (2003), 7–13, and A. R. Rowley, ‘The Name of Craven’, Craven History (2008),
12–16, pertaining to the Yorkshire Dales.

100 There is a brief explanation for the variant spellings of Gweith/Gueith across the Annales
Cambriae and Annals of Ulster and their meanings in P. Bartrum, A Welsh Classical Dictionary (Cardiff,
1993), p. 155.

101 R. Williams and G. Lewis, The Book of Taliesin: Poems of Warfare and Praise in an Enchanted Britain
(London, 2019). Gweith Gwenystrad is poem 31.

102 K. J. Johnstone, The Isle of Axholme: its Place-names and River-names (Lincoln, 1886) was one of the
first major toponymic studies of the Isle (see p. 63 for the proposed etymology of Wroot), though the
most recent and academically sound is Bullen, ‘A Survey of the Place-names of the Isle of Axholme’;
discussion regarding the Messic Mere etymology is found on p. 244, where it is suggested both it and
Misson may hail from OE ge-mǣre (‘boundary’).
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Isle, which derives from the OE ‘the estate of the people ofMaessa’.103 Again, it is
possible this name derives from Meisen and OW Maes. This presumed Brythonic
name for Heathfelth appears in some form across numerous Old Welsh works and
given Kathleen Hughes’ argument that most of them – notably the Annales
Cambriae – descended from a now-lost original framework based in Northern
England between 614–777, one could suggest that these works were all written
with some local geographic knowledge of Brythonic-speaking peoples within
central Eastern England, for instance, in Lindsey.104

Ultimately, from a study of both Heathfelth and Meicen, it seems reasonable to
posit that King Edwin fell just to the immediate west of the Isle, somewhere
within the bounds of the modern Hatfield Chase marshlands near Wroot. Guy
Halsall’s studies of the logistics of early medieval warfare would suggest that
upon pitched battlefields after the breakdown of a shield wall, footwork and firm
ground would play the largest role in ensuring who lived or died. In an area with
minimal dry land, and instead an open series of watercourses and peat bogs,
retreating armies would also have fewer avenues of escape, limiting their
movements around and within the few available landmasses, such as the Isle
itself.105 Hatfield Chase, in the seventh century, was a wide expanse of treach-
erous bog-land which would thus lead to unsteady footwork. It seems likely,
considering the ritual arguments made earlier, and also the nearby Roman roads
and etymological coincidences, that the Battle of Heathfelth and Edwin’s death
should be placed near the Isle of Axholme, too.

An Additional Fallen King: At Maserfield?

The association of Æthelfrith, Edwin, and Ecgfrith with the Isle of Axholme
seems plausible. Oswald is the outlier, his death at Maserfield normally being
correlated with Oswestry, Shropshire. ‘In this year Oswald, king of the North-
humbrians, was slain by Penda and the South-humbrians at Maserfeld on the
Nones of August, and his body was buried at Bardney. His sanctity and his
miracles were afterwards manifested in various ways throughout this island

103 The earliest form of Messingham, Mæssingaham, dates from 1066–1068, in Anglo-Saxon Wills,
ed. D. Whitelock (Cambridge, 1930), no.12. It plausibly derives from OEmǣrsige (‘tomake famous’) but
this is far from confirmed. A derivation fromMeicen, whichmight sound to Old English speakers like a
verbal form of mǣrsige (*mǣrsian), is possible, though this argument cannot be proved and relies on
logic similar to the Catterick = Catraeth argument found in O. J. Padel, ‘A New Study of the Gododdin’,
CMCS 35 (1997), 45–55.

104 K. Hughes and D. Dumville, Celtic Britain in the Early Middle Ages: Studies in Scottish and Welsh
Sources (Woodbridge, 1990), pp. 306-9, cited alongside the main argument of a ‘northern British
chronicle’ in T. Charles-Edwards, Wales and The Britons 350–1064 (Oxford, 2013), pp. 347–59. Charles-
Edwards summarises the argument that ‘the alleged joint dependence of Annales Cambriae andHistoria
Brittonum is still an open question’ (p. 357) with some very significant connections already recognised
by Hughes and Dumville.

105 Halsall,Warfare and Society, p. 188. Halsall suggests surprise ambushes and the use of directional
sunlight turned the tide of the Battle of Heavenfield (c. 634), that encounters were more than just a
numbers game and can be demonstrated to show varying tactics. I would also suggest the types of
terrain would also determine military outcomes; marshy, wet, and slippery ground would prove a
logistical nightmare for a routed army trying to escape.
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…’.106 Oswestry is the traditional location given for Maserfield, though is not
unanimously agreed upon.107 Recently, Breeze has argued for another location
in Powys, Forden, drawing on other naming conventions for the battle from
the Brythonic poems collected in the Canu Heledd.108 Interestingly, aside from
Oswestry and Forden, all of the other identifications of Maserfield, including
the one contained in this segment, frame the conflict as – like the previous two
battles – a defence of a Northumbrian frontier against Mercians and Britons
somewhere in a marshland, rather than an expedition into enemy territory as
with Oswestry. Bede writes of the battle site; ‘in the place which is called in the
English tongue Maserfelth’ (in loco qui lingua Anglorum nuncupatur Maserfelth)
which might suggest that Maserfield as a word was some kind of folk toponym,
or a word without convincing equivalents in other dialects.109

The term originates from OWmaes- and OE -feld (the former for ‘field’ and the
latter for ‘open land’) though the prefix remains slightly more enigmatic.
Toponymic evidence points to maes- but the aforementioned Gueith Meicen
demands further attention. Here, the Maser- element of Maserfield might not be
from maes- but from a landscape feature, such as the dried swamps of Meisen,
near modern Misson and Wroot, or the Maessas- kin group who gave their name
toMessingham. There is also themention in 644 of the Battle of Cocboy (or Cocwy)
which is almost identical to the description of the Battle ofMaserfield and so is, in
all likelihood, referencing the same conflict, which would again place the battle
within Wales.110 As stated previously, though, it is clear there were Brythonic-
language speakers all across the British Isles, not simply limited to the west of
England andWales. Here, once again, Green’s research into the polity of *Lindēs is
significant – the Annales Cambriae already describe the Battle of Heathfelth, so it is
not out of the question they would subsequently describe another battle also
outside the Brythonic heartlands. Bede’s later mention of Britons passing by the
site of Oswald’s death at Maserfield and being welcomed in nearby halls does not
automatically preclude Lindsey frombeing the location, either, following Green’s
arguments. It seems clear now that the entirety of Lindsey was a mixture of
Anglian and Brythonic elements, as evidenced further by the Caenby barrow

106 ASC s.a. 642, p. 19. ‘On ðisum geare wæs Oswald, Norðhymbra cyning, ofslagen fram Pendan and
Suðhymbrum æt Maserfelda on þæm Nōnon Augustes, and his līc wæs bebyrged æt Beardene. His
h�alignes and his wundra wǣron syððan on manegum wīsan gecȳþede būtan ðisum ēalonde.’

107 J. Harte, ‘The Adventures of St Ivel: Creativity in Saintly Place-names’ (unpubl. paper delivered
at SNSBI Autumn Conference, Innovation in Names and Naming, King’s Manor, York, 2024). The specific
disagreement raised here is that Oswestry’s name derives from the legend about Oswald dying there
in the first place, not any sort of proven fact that he did die there.

108 A. Breeze, British Battles, pp. 100–1.
109 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica iii.9 (ed. Colgrave and Mynors, p. 243).
110 The Annales Cambriae refer to the Battle of Cocboy for 644, with geographical, tactical and

political descriptions almost mirroring those of Maserfield. Furthermore, the Canu Heledd record a
semi-fictitious version of the battle, also likely non-historical but borrowing certain elements and
trends. It might well be that there was a general ‘Welsh memory of fighting’ in the area, as suggested
by Colgrave and Mynors in their edition of Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica, p. 243. A vague folkloric
tradition about battles does not a sound identification make; the same logic could be used to place
Maserfield in Low Burnham, on the Isle of Axholme. Neither location can be certifiably demonstrated
to be Maserfield.
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mound and the toponyms of the Isle. There is even a possibleMercian connection
with Maserfield, as suggested by Blair, from the etymological root of Mercia:
mierce (derived from OE mære for ‘boundary’), and their status as ‘South-
Humbrians’.111 Such a high frequency of seventh-century conflicts involving
both Northumbria and Mercia taking place around the River Humber, as Blair
suggests, make it possible that ‘mierce’ (something like ‘march-landers’) derives
not from ‘marches near the Welsh’ but ‘marches near the Humber’, once again
reframing by extension Maserfield as yet another Humber-based location.
Higham argues this is not compelling, that ‘the distinction between British
and English peoples was of far greater moment than any internal division of the
English themselves, and a socio-political boundary which was also a cultural
frontier between different languages, historical traditions and religions is arguably
more likely to have become enshrined in the naming of tribal entities than a much
disputed, inter-Anglianmarch’112 but it might well be that bothMercia’s status as
a ‘march’ against the Welsh and as a ‘march’ south of the Humber were equally
applicable, with the former gaining much more traction through later centur-
ies before being almost entirely cemented as the ‘original’ name. There is some
reason to suspect thatmierce in this sense was generically applied and the lands
south of the Humber Wash recognised as a march between many kingdoms and
cultures, not two in particular, until much later.

The argument for an association between Maserfield and the Isle of Axholme
becomes more interesting when taken alongside all the events that occurred
following Oswald’s death. There is the infamous ‘Bardney Incident’ of 679, in
which, despite his posthumous sainthood, Oswald’s bones were temporarily
barred from being interred in Lindsey soil on account of him having ‘once
conquered them’.113 There are also the long-standing folk traditions, claiming
to identify Oswald’s final resting place, found all over England. These associate
sacred wells with the dead king, inspired by twelfth-century tales transmitted by
Reginald of Durham: an eagle collected Oswald’s incorruptible right arm and
dropped it elsewhere, and from that site sprouted a healing pool.114 Many places

111 P. H. Blair, ‘The Northumbrians’, pp. 112–15. The similar ‘south Angles’, is used in Mercian
charters from 722–745 as a self-referential term, found in S 101, S 103, and S 94. Charter information
gathered from The Electronic Sawyer: https://esawyer.lib.cam.ac.uk/.

112 Higham, ‘Northumbria’s Southern Frontier’, pp. 403–4. I am not at all suggesting Higham’s
argument is wrong here – far from it – just that the idea that Mercia’s etymology must solely derive
from its status as a cultural frontier with the Welsh is hard to prove, especially given that it was a
border in multiple senses from multiple directions. Worth mentioning is that British (i.e. Welsh)
kings regularly campaigned alongsideMercians in the seventh century and that a ruler of the ‘Westan
Hecani’, Merewalh (and his son, Merchelm), are both associated with Mercia’s western edge despite
possibly being of British royalty (Merewalh’s name means ‘illustrious Welshman’).

113 ‘Because he belonged to another kingdom and had once conquered them, they pursued him
even when dead with their former hatred’ [quia de alia prouincia ortus fuerat et super eos regnum
acceperat, ueteranis eum odiis etiam mortuum insequebantur]. Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica iii.11
(ed. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 246–7).

114 Reginald of Durham, The Life and Miracles of Saint Godric, Hermit of Finchale, ed. and trans.
M. Coombe, OMT (Oxford, 2022), pp. 326–85.
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claim that their ‘holy well’ is the well.115 Such evidence from the high and late
medieval periods can be used cautiously to identify further post-battle traditions
connected to Oswald’s widespread veneration, some likely reflecting pre-
Christian cultic traits associated with Oswald himself. There are many wells
dedicated to the saint across the British Isles, and many more churches.116 The
Isle has eight churches spread across its parishes and three of those are dedicated
to St. Oswald, but for the early medieval period, the total figure should be
reduced to seven, given that one church is an eighteenth-century Methodist
construction. That would bring the proportion of St. Oswald’s churches in the
medieval Isle to almost half the total number; a noteworthy cluster, given the
small area concerned. The most relevant of these churches for our purposes is
St. Oswald’s in Crowle, and its associated standing cross.

This shaft, whilst convincingly argued to be of tenth-century origin, due to
similarities with the Ashbourne shaft and other examples from the Anglo-
Scandinavian stone sculpture corpus, has artistic links with the Ruthwell Cross
from Dumfriesshire. Indeed, the main arguments for the tenth-century date for
the cross shaft come from the presence of the Stafford knot motif;117 however,
this motif is exceedingly similar to the knot motif seen on earlier sculptures, and
the central figures may be the biblical figures, Paul and Anthony, who are also
found on the pre-Viking Age Bewcastle Cross in a similar pose. Should the
‘Crowle Stone’, as it is locally known, be placed earlier in the 700s, amidst the
artistic flurry of Northumbrian stone carvings, then it might represent the
posthumous worship of Oswald across his former territory, established near a

115 There are too many to list, but the main culprits can be found in Durham (County Durham),
Oswestry (Shropshire), Kirkoswald and Birdoswald (Cumbria), Great Ayton (Yorkshire), and Hermit-
age Green (Cheshire). The associationwith Kirkoswald and Oswestrymight be convergent; the legend
of Oswald is explicit in the name of both places, so traditions about him resting there spring from
that, almost in a prophetic way. Durham’s associationmay stem from the later link between the town
and St. Cuthbert. No single ‘Oswald well’ can be verifiably suggested to be the site of his defeat.

116 A. Walsham, ‘Reforming the Waters: Holy Wells and Healing Springs in Protestant England’,
Stud. in Church Hist. Subsidia 12: Life and Thought in the Northern Church (1999), 227–255, at 239 for
specific examples about Oswald. More recently, it has been entertainingly (and compellingly)
demonstrated that most toponyms and features named after saints, including the example of
Oswestry, stem from the posthumous legend of the story of Oswald’s death in battle, not the actual
event itself (which still cannot be placed); in a sense, the place-name then becomes the story, almost
like a self-fulfilling prophecy that underpins a critical element of a folk or local identity, largely the
result of twelfth- to nineteenth-century revisionism – ‘better to have a dodgy saint to explain a name,
than no name or history at all’, per Harte, ‘The Adventures of St Ivel’.

117 As the Corpus of Anglo-Saxon Stone Sculpturementions, in relation to the Crowle Stone’s shaft,
‘it seems preferable to suppose that this curious feature at Crowle is an odd variant of the pre-Viking
cross-shaft collar’, p. 147. The primary discussion on the Crowle Stone can be found in P. Everson and
D. Stocker, Anglo-Saxon Stone Sculpture 5: Lincolnshire (Lincoln, 1999), pp. 147–52. Whilst the Crowle
Stone is conceivably Viking Age in origin, its maker might still have taken inspiration from older,
local motifs. The paired loops and borders of this cross shaft have also been remarked as problematic
and ‘surprising’ by Everson and Stocker, most similar to eighth-century Mercian traditions rather
than Viking Age sculpture. Regardless of the date, the ‘Crowle Stone’ is the only sculptural monument
from the Isle of Axholme and its location near to a church dedicated to Oswald would suggest the site
had considerable importance.
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minster.118 The high number of churches dedicated to him in the Isle lends
further credence to a significant local veneration of the saint (Fig. 10). This goes
against what is known about Lindsey from the ‘Bardney Incident’, where the
incumbent monks were allegedly hesitant to inter Oswald’s bones, highlighting a
visible divide in religious worship within or on the edges of Lindsey.

Oswald was venerated far and wide after his fall at Maserfield, and there are
local traditions of him having fallen at numerous other sites across the British
Isles.120 He is claimed by many counties and provinces. One of Lincolnshire’s

Figure 10: The four friezes of the ‘Crowle Stone’, a partial cross shaft; drawing by the author, adapted
from Rawnsley, Highways and By-ways of Lincolnshire.119

118 The village ofMisterton, just south of the Isle of Axholme, derives its name fromOEmynster-tūn
(‘minster settlement’), as in its earliest form in Domesday Book. Considering several monasteries were
established in the fens, the Isle’s marshy hinterlands would not be an unusual place for a monastic
community in the seventh or eighth centuries. Alternatively, John Blair suggests Flixborough is
actually a ‘lost pre-Vikingminster’, as suggested by thematerial assemblages recovered from the site:
Building Anglo-Saxon England, p. 97.

119 Appearing in Harvey, Riddles of the Isle, p. 198, with an extended discussion about the Crowle
Stone spanning pp. 196–201. Illustration adapted from an unknown artist who contributed to W.
Rawnsley, Highways and By-ways of Lincolnshire (Lincoln, 1915), p. 215.

120 See Harte’s remark ‘better to have a dodgy saint to explain a name, than no name or history at
all’, in his ‘The Adventures of St Ivel’, see n. 107.
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claims comes from, again, the Isle of Axholme, in the form of an association of
Maserfield with the hamlet of Low Burnham (Fig. 11).

Canon J. A. Hunt, of the local area, writing in 1924, associated numerous place
names in Epworth and Crowle with Maserfield, along with disparate archaeo-
logical finds and folk traditions.121 Hunt’s work is largely conjecture, making a
few interesting points which ultimately create no basis for a substantial theory
correlating the two locations. At the core of Hunt’s argument is a missing
landscape feature located at Low Burnham, known alternatively as Alley Well,
Holy Well, or White Well.122 As discussed above, Oswald’s posthumous vener-
ation, recorded in the twelfth century by Reginald of Durham (among others),
quite frequently describes his remains alongside sacred pools of water. Alley
Well, now found beneath HolyWell House in Low Burnham, is one such example.
There exists further, unpublished work analysing the correlation between
Maserfield and Low Burnham (from ON brunnrham ‘the estate by the stream’,
influenced by the OE -burna) conducted by Peter Hills, Bernard Barr, and

Figure 11: Map highlighting a potential location for the Battle of Maserfield within the Isle of Axholme.

121 J. Hunt, ‘Maserfield Battle, AD 642. Battlefields of Lincolnshire’, JBAA 2nd ser., 30 (1924), 109–17.
122 E. Gutch andM. Peacock, Country Folklore 4: Folklore of Lincolnshire (Lincoln, 1908), pp. 5–6. A ‘holy

well’ near this site, in Haxey, is known as early as 1626, appearing as Haliwelle from OE/ON h�alig
(‘holy’) and welle; Bullen, ‘A Survey of the Place-names of the Isle of Axholme’, pp. 253, 260, 391. More
importantly, this spring (and/or the spring beneath Holy Well House) probably lies behind the name
of Low Burnham, from OE/ON *brunnrham (‘enclosure by the clear stream’), for, as demonstrated by
Gelling, burna- was likely designated for watercourses not quite large or prominent enough to be
classified with other terms, with burn- specifically denoting clear streams. Gelling and Cole, The
Landscape of Place-Names, pp. 6–7.
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Rosemary Cramp.123 Principally, the arguments are built around early modern
folk tradition from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; later, the novel
Captain John Lister (set in the Isle of Axholme), written by John Hamilton in the
early twentieth century – before mass industrial expansion – described levelled
stone steps going down to the well.124 Workmen excavating the site in the 1990s
also discovered such stones. The antiquarian William Peck, writing in 1809,
however, described Alley Well as ‘[…] of very cold water which was very much
reported to by people in the neighbourhood being very proper for those of a
weekly habit […]’.125 The contemporaneous writings of Thomas Skipworth,
rector of Belton, described the later desiccation of the well following the
construction of gutters to two flax mills in Low Burnham, in the 1900s, and Peck
himself also went on to describe a history of local pilgrims to the site since at
least 1540. Peck also mentioned the stone steps leading down to the well, by his
day almost entirely levelled, and so did later antiquarian William Brocklehurst
Stonehouse in 1839.126 By 1960, the well had almost entirely dried up; however,
Canon Ravins, vicar of Owston Ferry, was instrumental in the chemical analysis
of the water, to provide some further detail on the supposed ‘healing’ properties.

Ravins’ analysis revealed a 5:1 ratio of magnesium sulphate to calcium
bicarbonate, alongwith some slight component of nitrogen – the overall makeup
would be best described as ‘hard water’; conducive to bone development.127

Certainmanufacturers in Epworth in the 1860s were, in all likelihood, harvesting
epsom salt from this very well.128 In short, Alley Well was beneficial for bathers
and drinkers, who used it repeatedly between WWI and WWII, before it finally
dried up. It now sits beneath Holy Well House.

Hunt’s argument for Alley Well being Oswald’s final resting place atMaserfield
culminates in a list of place names from Epworth and Crowle: Battle Green;
Messie Closes; Messie Moors; Masserpool; Meisen; Messie Meer; Masser Close
Furlong; Missen Mere; God’s Cross; Crow Tree; and Oswald-Beck.129 Whilst
certainly interesting, these cannot be taken as evidence, anymore than Oswestry
can. The similarities between Maser- and the Mess- prefix, observed throughout

123 P. Hills, B. Barr and R. Cramp, ‘The “Holy Well” at Low Burnham and the Site of the Battle of
Maserfield, 641 AD; the Identification Re-examined’ (unpubl. paper, 1960). With thanks also to Robert
Fish (pers. comm.).

124 J. A. Hamilton, Captain John Lister (Epworth, 1906), p. 53.
125 W. Peck, A Topographical Account of the Isle of Axholme (Lincoln, 1815), p. 313. The Rev.

Skipworth’s letters are cited in full in Hills, ‘Maserfield, 641 AD; the Identification Re-examined’,
pp. 6–11.

126 Peck, A Topographical Account of the Isle of Axholme, p. 312 and Stonehouse, The History and
Topography of the Isle of Axholme, p. 353.

127 Ravin’s analysis is entirely contained in Hills, ‘Maserfield, 641 AD; the Identification Re-exa-
mined’, pp. 12–14.

128 Several newspapers printed between 1860 and 1869 in and around Derby, Nottingham and
Lincoln allude to the sale and distribution of epsom salt from Epworth and the Isle of Axholme, for
example the 28 November 1864 issue of the Nottingham Journal and the 31 March 1865 issue of the
StamfordMercury.None of thesementions specify in exact words that an epsom saltmanufacturer was
harvesting salt from a well in Low Burnham, but the inference was made by Hills, ‘Maserfield, 641 AD;
the Identification Re-examined’, p. 14.

129 Hills, ‘Maserfield, 641 AD; the Identification Re-examined’, p. 15.
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Epworth, could relate to Lake Meisen by Wroot, as mentioned earlier; however,
the evidence provided by Hunt for the association between the Isle of Axholme
and Oswald’s death proves unsatisfactory. Perhaps Maserfield will never be
conclusively identified, but, like Æthelfrith and Edwin before him, Oswald
continued to be a focus and presence amongst the residents of the Isle of
Axholme. The reasons for this are debatable; of course, the wider cult of
St. Oswald is observed throughout the remainder of the British Isles, but as
argued for his two immediate predecessors, there is a link between the sites of
defeat for Northumbrian kings and the Isle itself. As a notable frontier zone, it is
no longer implausible to suggest that Maserfield was here, especially given the
possible connections between Maser- and Meisen (from Meicen), as well as the
work of Green on the Anglo-Brythonic inhabitants of greater Lindsey.

The Final Fallen King: At the River Trent

A more certain identification with the Isle can be proposed for the site of King
Ecgfrith’s defeat by Mercian forces – though not death – somewhere along the
banks of the River Trent in 679.130 As already discussed in relation to the other
battles, an exact identification is difficult but Flixborough – that wealthy rural
settlement site and probablemonastic community – seems a plausible suggestion,
or somewhere near Scunthorpe, or near Immingham (given the similaritiy with
the nameof the thegn, Imma,who escaped the conflict).131 Flixborough is themost
enticing suggestion, because of the sheer wealth of thematerial evidence; this was
a productive, economically prosperous trading site with immediate access to the
Rivers Trent and Humber (which, in the tenth and eleventh centuries, was used to
hunt whales en masse). Wherever the battle was fought, it is plausible that the
economic value of Flixborough was a major consideration. It is worth noting that
in the entry for 678, Bede eludes to a prior confrontation between Northumbria
andMercia in the general vicinity.132 The fact that two battleswere fought in quick
succession in the same area would suggest that northern Lindsey was a particu-
larly fraught border region, evidently contested and desirable to outsiders. It
might well be the case that there were other, unrecorded, battles fought between
Northumbria and Mercia over this frontier. This was a landscape of transitory
wealth and trade, and the Isle of Axholme ran directly parallel to the west, as the
only piece of land amongst an immense marsh (Fig. 2).

It seems clear that there were frequent raids and battles along this southern
limit, somemore decisive than others. The Battle of the River Trent was one such,
and for the present study concludes the survey of historically significant
seventh-century conflicts that took place near the Isle of Axholme.

130 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica iv.21 (ed. Colgrave and Mynors, p. 371); ‘[in 678] King Ecgfrith had
recently won [in the kingdom of Lindsey] by conquering Wulfhere and putting him to flight’; p. 401
‘[in 679] a great battle was fought between [Ecgfrith] and Ethelred, king of the Mercians, near the
River Trent.’

131 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica iv.22 (ed. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 401–5).
132 See above, n. 20.
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Conclusion: New Perspectives on Northumbria’s Southern Frontier

Notably missing from this list of battles is Winwaed in 655,133 typically placed
between Leeds and Doncaster near the River Went, which links up with the
Hatfield Chase marshlands and the wider Humber Wash, again pointing to
this broader frontier landscape of unsure footing and liminal, watery zones.
The identification of Maserfield with the Isle of Axholme might, on its own,
seem unfounded but the similarities between the locations of the Battle of
the River Idle, Heathfelth, and the River Trent, along with the links between
Meisen and Maserfield combine to form a cumulatively more persuasive
argument.

That the Battle of the River Idle, Heathfelth, and the River Trent may have
occurred within a few miles of one another should be stressed. One wonders if
older veterans en route to fight at Heathfelth recognised the landscape from
their previous visit in 616, or if farmers living at Belton longed for a decade
without a significant military campaign along the horizon. This paper has
demonstrated how the Isle of Axholme likely held significant importance in
the contemporary economy of the seventh century, given its rural connections
to the burgeoning productive, trading, and monastic site at Flixborough. The
well-observed importance of peat-cutting and high agricultural yields over the
centuries at the Isle, as well as the economic assessments in Domesday Book,
also demonstrate how the archipelago was valued as an area of agricultural
promise, not to mention its prominent fisheries.134 This would also correlate
with Flixborough’s archaeofaunal assemblages between the years 1000 and
1100, when it was a very wealthy whaling settlement.135 Flixborough, then,
had potential as a royal enterprise and in applying the Fishergate occupation
model – as described by Thomas Pickles136 – to the site, one can observe that
by the late seventh century, Flixborough was probably economically con-
trolled by an overlord and functioned as a royal entrepôt. These shared
economic characteristics likely made Flixborough, and by extension northern
Lindsey, especially contested, and thus potentially a setting for many major
battles, a factor not mentioned by Bede and something insufficiently covered
in modern scholarship.

133 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica iii.24 (ed. Colgrave and Mynors, p. 291): ‘The battle was fought near
the river Vinwed, which then, with the great rains, had not only filled its channel, but also overflowed
its banks, so that many more were drowned in the flight than destroyed by the sword’; and ASC s.a.
654, p. 20: ‘In this year Oswald killed Penda at winwædfeld, and thirty princes with him, and some of
themwere kings.’ The location of this battle is assumed to be somewhere near Leeds, based on Bede’s
statement that Oswiu rallied ‘in the region of Loidis’.

134 The fisheries are particularly prominent in Crowle’s assessment. Powell-Smith, Open Domesday,
Crowle, Lincolnshire, ed. J. J. N. Palmer, Domesday Book. The other assessments for Belton, Epworth,
Haxey, Lound, Luddington, Garthorpe, Misterton, Wroot, and Beltoft are also of interest.

135 The prominent cetacean assemblages are discussed by Loveluck, Rural Settlement, Lifestyles and
Social Change, and Loveluck and Atkinson, The Early Medieval Settlement Remains from Flixborough.

136 A chronology for the Fishergate site is given in T. Pickles, Kingship, Society, and the Church in
Anglo-Saxon Yorkshire, Med. Hist. and Archaeol. (Oxford, 2018), pp. 118–20, which is applicable to
Flixborough given the similarities between the two.
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From a ritual perspective, this paper has highlighted the plethora of miscel-
laneously dated tumuli across the Isle, along with a few lost or extant landscape
features (such as Alley Well) which may have held importance as affirmations of
group identity or power through prehistoric monuments. The competing group
toponyms across the Isle and its immediate borders also indicate an area that, in
the sixth or seventh centuries, was awash with an array of different territorial
entities, ideal for overkings to dominate (as observed through descriptions of
Winwæd in which ‘thirty princes [some of them were kings]’ went with Penda to
face Oswiu in battle).137 For there to have been a need for such fissiparous folk
groupings implies that land and territory were highly desirable, perhaps frac-
tious, in keeping with the notion of frontier zones. The deposition of the Amcotts
Lady, and the Thorne Moors arm, while these took place before the early
medieval period, align with this larger idea of frontiers being marked for ritual
purposes or geographic features, and also that these borders would be reinforced
through conflict. Moreover, the Isle, as a liminal, watery place, would have
functioned well as an intermediary zone for conflict between Northumbria and
Mercia given its geographic centrality.

The wider military and political argument for the Isle being the location for
so many seventh-century battles relates, again, to this idea that it was one of
the few pieces of viable (and dry) land within a vast marshy expanse, situated
at an observed ‘middle point’ near both navigable land and water routes (the
Roman roads and causeways, and the River Humber’s tributaries), recognised
in the Viking Age by its role as a transitory camp. The Isle will have also been
visible from afar. The antiquarian studies mentioned above depict early
modern views on the Isle of Axholme and its rapidly changing landscape
due to industrial peat-cutting. One such researcher, H. F. Parsons, commented
‘that points in the landscape are now visible across the moor which formerly
were hidden, owing to the shrinkage of the drained (peat) land’ and that
St. Oswald’s church and the hill it sat atop were once visible from Thorne, but
were by his time obscured through the opposite effect; the contracting and
raising of peat beds.138 The shrinking of the Hatfield fens, caused by the
drying out of peat, has changed the topography of this landscape, but in the
early medieval period, this archipelago will have been very noticeable and
distinct from its peripheries, perhaps serving as a way-marker on long
overland journeys.

Ultimately, Northumbria’s southern frontier appears as a nebulously
changing zone of conflicting allegiances, and the work displayed in the
present article indicates that the Isle of Axholme was a hitherto overlooked
strategic area in this wider liminal space. The seminal studies on this region,
by Blair, Parker and Higham, and on the wider topic by Halsall, Charles-
Edwards, Semple, and others, have served as the foundation upon which the
present work sits, placing the Isle of Axholme – a thoroughly under-
researched area of early medieval England – in a wider geopolitical context.

137 ASC s.a. 655, p. 20.
138 H. F. Parsons ‘The Alluvial Strata of the Lower Ouse Valley’, Proc. Geol. & Polytechnic Soc. West

Riding Yorks. ns 4 (1877), 203–38, with comments at 206, 234 and 238.
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Where power was based upon the control of surplus of the land, and in
instances where land was hard to control, conflict seems to have naturally
ensued as a symptom of fraught, or heterogenous political overreach at these
pressure points between Northumbria, Mercia, and Lindsey. It seems very
reasonable to deduce that Kings Æthelfrith, Edwin and Ecgfrith (and possibly
Oswald) all fell or were defeated here, because of the Isle’s centrality. The Isle
has ritual, economic, geographical, and socio-political connections to a num-
ber of battles, and functioned as a hotly contested border zone between
warring kingdoms.

Cite this article: Harvey, Alex. 2025. ‘Three Fallen Kings: on the Edge of Northumbria in the Isle of
Axholme (617–79).’ Early Medieval England and its Neighbours 51, e11, 1–38. https://doi.org/10.1017/
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