Edwin of Northumbria

Edwin (Old English: Eadwine; c. 586 — 12 October
632/633), also known as Eadwine or Aduinus, was the
King of Deira and Bernicia — which later became known
as Northumbria — from about 616 until his death. He con-
verted to Christianity and was baptised in 627; after he
fell at the Battle of Hatfield Chase, he was venerated as a
saint.

Edwin was the son of Zlle king of Deira and seems to
have had (at least) two siblings. His sister Acha was mar-
ried to Athelfrith, king of neighbouring Bernicia. An
otherwise unknown sibling fathered Hereric, who in turn
fathered Abbess Hilda of Whitby and Hereswith, wife to
Athelric, the brother of king Anna of East Anglia.l!!

1 Early life and exile

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reported that on Zlle’s death
a certain "/Zthelric" assumed power. The exact identity
of Zthelric is uncertain. He may have been a brother of
Zlle, an elder brother of Edwin, an otherwise unknown
Deiran noble, or the father of Athelfrith. Athelfrith him-
self appears to have been king of "Northumbria"—both
Deira and Bernicia—by no later than 604.1?! During the
reign of ZAthelfrith, Edwin was an exile. The location of
his early exile as a child is not known, but late traditions,
reported by Reginald of Durham and Geoftrey of Mon-
mouth, place Edwin in the kingdom of Gwynedd, fos-
tered by king Cadfan ap Iago, so allowing biblical paral-
lels to be drawn from the struggle between Edwin and his
supposed foster-brother Cadwallon. By the 610s he was
certainly in Mercia under the protection of king Cearl,
whose daughter Cwenburg he married."!

By around 616, Edwin was in East Anglia under the pro-
tection of king Raedwald. Bede reports that Zthelfrith
tried to have Raedwald murder his unwanted rival, and
that Raedwald intended to do so until his wife persuaded
him otherwise with Divine prompting.[*! Zthelfrith faced
Raedwald in battle by the River Idle in 616, and Athel-
frith was defeated; Raedwald installed Edwin as king
of Northumbria. Raedwald’s son Raegenhere may have
been killed at this battle, but the exact date or manner of
Raedwald’s death are not known. He likely died between
the years 616-627, and the efficacy of Edwin’s kingship
ostensibly depended greatly on his fealty to Raedwald."!

Edwin was installed as king of Northumbria, effectively
confirming Raedwald as bretwalda: ZAthelfrith’s sons
went into exile in Irish Dél Riata and Pictland. That Ed-

win was able to take power not only in his native Deira
but also in Bernicia may have been due to his support
from Raedwald, to whom he may have remained subject
during the early part of his reign. Edwin’s reign marks
an interruption of the otherwise consistent domination
of Northumbria by the Bernicians and has been seen as

“contrary to the prevailing tendency”.[®!

2 Edwin as king
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The main Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms in Edwin’s time.

With the death of Athelfrith, and of the powerful
Athelberht of Kent the same year, Raedwald and his
client Edwin were well placed to dominate England, and
indeed Raedwald did so until his death a decade later. Ed-
win annexed the minor British kingdom of Elmet follow-
ing a campaign in either 616 or 626. Elmet had probably
been subject to Mercia and then to Edwin.l”? The much
larger kingdom of Lindsey appears to have been taken
over c. 625, after the death of king Raedwald.

Edwin and Eadbald of Kent were allies at this time, and
Edwin arranged to marry Eadbald’s sister Athelburg.
Bede notes that Eadbald would agree to marry his sis-
ter to Edwin only if he converted to Christianity. The
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marriage of Eadbald’s Merovingian mother Bertha had
resulted in the conversion of Kent and Athelburg’s would
do the same in Northumbria.®!

Edwin’s expansion to the west may have begun early in his
reign. There is firm evidence of a war waged in the early
620s between Edwin and Fiachnae mac Béetdin of the
Dal nAraidi, king of the Ulaid in Ireland. A lost poem is
known to have existed recounting Fiachnae’s campaigns
against the Saxons, and the Irish annals report the siege, or
the storming, of Bamburgh in Bernicia in 623-624. This
should presumably be placed in the context of Edwin’s
designs on the Isle of Man, a target of Ulaid ambitions.
Fiachnae’s death in 626, at the hands of his namesake, Fi-
achnae mac Demmain of the Dal Fiatach, and the second
Fiachnae’s death a year later in battle against the D4l Ri-
ata probably eased the way for Edwin’s conquests in the
Irish sea province.!’

The routine of kingship in Edwin’s time involved regu-
lar, probably annual, wars with neighbours to obtain trib-
ute, submission, and slaves. By Edwin’s death, it is likely
that these annual wars, unreported in the main, had ex-
tended the Northumbrian kingdoms from the Humber
and the Mersey north to the Southern Uplands and the
Cheviots.[1"]

The royal household moved regularly from one royal vill
to the next, consuming the food renders given in trib-
ute and the produce of the royal estates, dispensing jus-
tice, and ensuring that royal authority remained visible
throughout the land. The royal sites in Edwin’s time
included Yeavering in Bernicia, where traces of a tim-
ber amphitheatre have been found. This “Roman” fea-
ture makes Bede’s claim that Edwin was preceded by
a standard-bearer carrying a “tufa” (OE thuuf, this may
have been a winged globe) appear to be more than an-
tiquarian curiosity, although whether the model for this
practice was Roman or Frankish is unknown. Other royal
sites included Campodunum in Elmet (perhaps Barwick),
Sancton in Deira, and Goodmanham, the site where the
pagan high priest Coifi destroyed the idols according to
Bede.!'"'! Edwin’s realm included the former Roman cities
of York and Carlisle, and both appear to have been of
some importance in the 7th century, although it is not
clear whether urban life continued in this period.?!

3 Edwin’s conversion to Christian-
ity

The account of Edwin’s conversion offered by Bede turns
on two events. The first, during Edwin’s exile, tells how
Edwin’s life was saved by Paulinus of York. The second,
following his marriage to ZAthelburg, was the attempted
assassination at York, at Easter 626, by an agent of
Cwichelm of Wessex. Edwin’s decision to allow the bap-
tism of his daughter Eanfled and his subsequent promise
to adopt Christianity if his campaign against Cwichelm

3 EDWIN'S CONVERSION TO CHRISTIANITY

Depiction of Edwin from John Speed’s 1611 “Saxon Heptarchy’.

proved successful. Apart from these events, the general
character of Bede’s account is one of an indecisive king,
unwilling to take risks, unable to decide whether to con-
vert or not.!3]

Along with these events, the influence of Edwin’s half-
Merovingian Queen cannot be ignored, and the letters
which Bede reproduces, sent by Pope Boniface V to Ed-
win and Athelburg, are unlikely to have been unique.
Given that Kent was under Frankish influence, while
Bede sees the mission as being “Roman” in origin, the
Franks were equally interested in converting their fellow
Germans and in extending their power and influence.!*!
Bede recounts Edwin’s baptism, and that of his chief men,
on 12 April 627.1'51 Edwin’s zeal, so Bede says, led to
Raedwald’s son Eorpwald also converting.'°!

Bede’s account of the conversion is oft-cited. After Pauli-
nus explains the tenets of Christianity, the king asks his
counselors what they think of the new doctrine. Edwin’s
priest Coifi responds that they may be worthwhile; after
all, he says, no one has been more respectful of and de-
voted to their gods than he, and he has seen no benefits
from his dedication to them. Then, an unnamed coun-
selor stands up and addresses the king, also seeing the
benefit of the new faith. Coifi speaks again and announces
that they should destroy the idols and temples they had
hitherto worshiped. King Edwin agrees and embraces
Christianity; Coifi himself will set fire to the idols.l17!
declaring “I will do this myself, for now that the true
God has granted me knowledge, who more suitably than
I can set a public example, and destroy the idols that I
worshipped in ignorance?” Bede goes on to describe the
scene as Cofi “formally renounces his superstitions, and
asked the king to give him arms and a stallion.” Armed
with both a sword and spear, Cofi rides Edwin’s horse to-
wards the idols, all within view of the crowd gathered to
witness Edwin’s conversion. Upon reaching the temple,
Cofi “cast a spear into it and profaned it.”
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In an article titled “How Cofi Pierced Christ’s Side”, Julia
Barrow examines Bede’s Latinate text and pays particu-
lar attention to the passage concerning Cofi’s attack upon
the temple. Barrow notes that Bede’s use of lancea was
“not the word medieval writers normally used for spear”,
while “hasta was the usual choice.” Barrow goes on to
claim that lancea was likely used by Bede as a reference
to the details of the crucifixion of Christ provided in the
vulgate book of John, thus Cofi’s desecration of the shrine
is to be understood “as an inversion of the piercing of the
temple of Christ’s body.” All of these details support an
understanding that Bede had great “warmth and admira-
tion” for Edwin.[!8]

The brief speech by the unnamed counselor, a nobleman,
has attracted much attention; suggesting the “wisdom and
hopefulness of the Christian message”,!'! it has inspired
poets such as William Wordswortht’! and was called “the

most poetic simile in Bede":!!

The present life man, O king, seems to
me, in comparison with that time which is un-
known to us, like to the swift flight of a sparrow
through the room wherein you sit at supper in
winter amid your officers and ministers, with a
good fire in the midst whilst the storms of rain
and snow prevail abroad; the sparrow, I say, fly-
ing in at one door and immediately out another,
whilst he is within is safe from the wintry but
after a short space of fair weather he immedi-
ately vanishes out of your sight into the dark
winter from which he has emerged. So this life
of man appears for a short space but of what
went before or what is to follow we are igno-
rant. If, therefore, this new doctrine contains
something more certain, it seems justly to de-
serve to be followed.**!

Noteworthy is Bede’s summation of the nature of Edwin’s
reign as King of Northumbria:

“Itis told that at the time there was so much
peace in Britannia, that whenever King Edwin’s
power extended, as is said proverbially right up
to today, even if a woman with a recently born
child wanted to walk across the whole island,
from sea to sea, she could do so without anyone
harming her.”

Kershaw indicates that “Bede’s decision to couch Edwin’s
peace in proverbial terms offers ...a chilling insight into
the levels of lawlessness accepted in eighth-century Eng-
land”. Furthermore, a definition of “peace” is to be un-
derstood as “freedom from robbery, rape, or violence; se-
curity to travel at will and to literally ‘go in peace.”

Edwin’s conversion and Eorpwald’s were reversed by
their successors, and in the case of Northumbria the Ro-
man Paulinus appears to have had very little impact. In-

deed, by expelling British clergy from Elmet and else-
where in Edwin’s realm, Paulinus may have weakened
the Church rather than strengthening it. Very few Ro-
man clergy were present in Paulinus’s time, only James
the Deacon being known, so that the “conversion” can
have been only superficial, extending little beyond the
royal court. Paulinus’s decision to flee Northumbria at
Edwin’s death, unlike his acolyte James who remained in
Northumbria for many years afterwards until his death,
suggests that the conversion was not popular, and the se-
nior Italian cleric unloved.!?3!

4 Edwin as overlord

The first challenge to Edwin came soon after his
marriage-alliance with Kent, concluded at Canterbury in
the summer of 625. By offering his protection to lesser
kings, such as the king of Wight, Edwin thwarted the am-
bitions of Cwichelm of Wessex. Cwichelm’s response
was to send an assassin, as noted already. Edwin did
not immediately respond to this insult, suggesting either
that he felt unable to do so, or that Bede’s portrayal of
him as a rather indecisive ruler is accurate. Following
the failed assassination, as noted, Edwin committed him-
self to Christianity provided only that he was victorious
against Cwichelm.

From about 627 onwards, Edwin was the most powerful
king among the Anglo-Saxons, ruling Bernicia, Deira and
much of eastern Mercia, the Isle of Man, and Anglesey.
His alliance with Kent, the subjection of Wessex, and his
recent successes added to his power and authority. The
imperium, as Bede calls it, that Edwin possessed was later
equated with the idea of a Bretwalda, a later concept in-
vented by West Saxon kings in the 9th century. Put sim-
ply, success confirmed Edwin’s overlordship, and failure
would diminish it.[?*!

Edwin’s supposed foster-brother Cadwallon ap Cadfan
enters the record circa 629, but Cadwallon was defeated
and either submitted to Edwin’s authority or went into
exile.®! With the defeat of Cadwallon, Edwin’s author-
ity appears to have been unchallenged for a number of
years, until Penda of Mercia and Cadwallon rose against
him in 632-633.

Edwin faced Penda and Cadwallon at the Battle of Hat-
field in the autumn of 632 or 633 and was defeated and
killed. For a time his body was (allegedly) hidden in
Sherwood Forest at a location that became the village of
Edwinstowe (trans. Edwin’s resting place). Of his two
grown sons by Cwenburh of Mercia, Osfrith died at Hat-
field, and Eadfrith was captured by Penda and killed some
time afterwards.?¢!

After his death, Edwin’s Queen Zthelburg, along with
Paulinus, returned to Kent, taking her son Uscfrea,
daughter Eanfled, and Osfrith’s son Yffi into exile with
her. Uscfrea and Yfhi were sent to the court of Athel-
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burg’s kinsman Dagobert I, king of the Franks, but died
soon afterwards. Eanfled, however, lived to marry her
first cousin king Oswiu, son of Acha and Athelfrith.

S Death and legacy

Edwin’s realm was divided at his death. He was suc-
ceeded by Osric, son of Edwin’s paternal uncle Zlfric,
in Deira, and by Eanfrith, son of Athelfrith and Ed-
win’s sister Acha, in Bernicia. Both reverted to paganism,
and both were killed by Cadwallon; eventually Eanfrith’s
brother Oswald defeated and killed Cadwallon and united
Northumbria once more. Thereafter, with the exception
of Oswine son of Osric, power in Northumbria was in the
hands of the Idings, the descendants of Ida of Bernicia,
until the middle of the 8th century.

After his death, Edwin came to be venerated as a saint
by some, although his cult was eventually overshadowed
by the ultimately more successful cult of Oswald, who
was killed in 642. They met their deaths in battle against
similar foes, the pagan Mercians and the British, thus al-
lowing both of them to be perceived as martyrs; however,
Bede’s treatment of Oswald clearly demonstrates that he
regarded him as an unambiguously saintly figure, a status
that he did not accord to Edwin.[?"!

Edwin’s renown comes largely from his treatment at some
length by Bede, writing from an uncompromisingly En-
glish and Christian perspective, and rests on his belated
conversion to Christianity. His united kingdom in the
north did not outlast him, and his conversion to Christian-
ity was renounced by his successors. When his kingship is
compared with his pagan brother-in-law Zthelfrith, or to
Athelfrith’s sons Oswald and Oswiu, or to the resolutely
pagan Penda of Mercia, Edwin appears to be something
less than a key figure in Britain during the first half of
the 7th century. Perhaps the most significant legacies of
Edwin’s reign lay in his failures: the rise of Penda and
of Mercia, and the return from Irish exile of the sons of
Athelfrith, which tied the kingdom of Northumbria into
the Irish sea world for generations.*”’

6 See also

e List of Catholic saints

e Christianization of Anglo-Saxon England
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10 Text and image sources, contributors, and licenses

10.1 Text

e Edwin of Northumbria Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edwin%200f%20Northumbria?oldid=643811865 Contributors: Magnus
Manske, Rmhermen, Deb, Patrick, Michael Hardy, Llywrch, Stan Shebs, Etherialemperor, Charles Matthews, Morwen, Whaleyland,
Nickshanks, Lord Emsworth, Dcsohl, Warofdreams, Francs2000, SD6-Agent, EdwinHJ, RedWolf, Mirv, Wjhonson, Henrygb, Au-
ric, Saforrest, Wereon, Tom harrison, Everyking, Mboverload, Rich Farmbrough, Cnyborg, Dbachmann, Paul August, Man vyi, Amcl,
Alansohn, Ricky81682, JohnAlbertRigali, Seancdaug, Dark Shikari, Saga City, Deacon of Pndapetzim, Sleigh, Flyaway1111, Ghirlan-
dajo, Woohookitty, FeanorStar7, RHaworth, PatGallacher, Angusmclellan, Ligulem, RJP, Jaraalbe, Bgwhite, Mercury McKinnon, Yurik-
Bot, RobotE, Nesbit, Veledan, Bloodofox, Zwobot, Laszlo Panaflex, Joedixon, SmackBot, JimmyGuano, RobStreatham, Aethelingl 125,
Harthacanute, Peter Isotalo, Ludi, Bluebot, William Allen Simpson, Scotsboyuk, Stevenmitchell, LeighBCD, Andrew Dalby, Ohconfu-
cius, Joshua Scott, The Man in Question, Mr Stephen, Mijotoba, Chicheley, Cydebot, Jackyd101, Mike Christie, JFreeman, Majorly,
Kbthompson, Brendandh, Fayenatic london, East Saxon, Alekjds, Ekotkie, Amitchell125, Vortimer, Keith D, Johnpacklambert, DD2K,
Johnbod, Alicia M. Canto, Cremepuff222, Cantiorix, SieBot, Mfcayley, Ptolemy Caesarion, Lightmouse, Ealdgyth, Vanished user ew-
fisn2348tui2f8n2fio2utjfeoi2 10r39jf, Trefgy, Deanlaw, Plastikspork, Drmies, Yorkshirian, Antiquary, Notuncurious, Surtsicna, Addbot,
The Quill, Quantumobserver, Luckas-bot, Yobot, EileenFlammable, Xgbot, Cavila, GenQuest, Hamish the doombringer, Wahlwahlwahl99,
Maher27777, Elockid, Zlfgar, MondalorBot, Denpepper, Minimac, EmausBot, WikitanvirBot, Fe, Fidulario, Mx121fox, ClueBot NG,
0O.Koslowski, Mannanan51, Cognate247, Helpful Pixie Bot, Khazar2, Calebfoe, Nimetapoeg, Uhbooh and Anonymous: 32

10.2 Images

o File:Britain_peoples_circa_600.svg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/ee/Britain_peoples_circa_600.svg Li-
cense: CC-BY-SA-3.0 Contributors: Vectorization of File:Britain peoples circa 600.png drawn by User:IMeowbot
Original artist: User:Hel-hama

o File:Edwin_-_John_Speed.JPG Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/51/Edwin_-_John_Speed.JPG License:
Public domain Contributors: John Speed’s Saxon Heptarchy map, from his Theatre. Original artist: John Speed

o File:Symbol_support_vote.svg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/9/94/Symbol_support_vote.svg License: Public do-
main Contributors: 7 Original artist: ?

10.3 Content license

e Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0
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