UNIT 3
King Oswald of Northumbria

Oswald was king of Northumbria between 634 and 642. Before 600 two Anglo-
Saxon kingdoms had been established north of the river Humber. The northerly
kingdom of Bernicia was centred around Bamburgh and the southerly kingdom of
Deira around York. Together, these two comprised the kingdom of Northumbria.

Both Bernicia and Deira were bounded on the west and north by the British {Celtic)

kingdoms of Elmet, Rheged, and Gododdin. Elmet lay in the foothills of the

Pennines to the west of York. The kingdom of Rheged lay in the area around the
Solway Firth and Gododdin around the Firth of Forth. By the mid 7th century both
Flmet and Gododdin had been conquered by the Anglo-Saxons; the British or Celtic

peoples of these two kingdoms had been brought under the rule of Anglo-Saxon
Northumbria.

The first king of Northumbria to rule in the 7th century was Ethelfrith who,
according to Bede died in the year 616 after a reign of 24 years. Ethelfrith was
king of Bernicia, but for much of his reign he also ruled Deira, having prudently
married the daughter of a former king of Deira, Aelle. Of Aelle’s two male heirs
who might have opposed Ethelfrith, Edwin went into exile in, among other places,

East Anglia and Mercia, and Hereric, Edwin’s nephew, went into exile in the British

kingdom of Elmet, where he was later poisoned. Of Ethelfrith, Bede says:
He ravaged the Britons more than all men of the English ... he
conquered more territories from the Britons, either making them
tributary or driving the inhabitants clean out, and planting English in
their places, than any other king. (Ecclesiastical History, book 1,
chapter 34)
Bede also records a battle in 603 in which Ethelfrith vanquished Aedan, king of
Dalrhiada, a Scottish kingdom in the area of Argyle and including the island of lona.
For this see accompanying map which highlights ‘Irish Dalriada’ and ‘Dalriada’ in
the south west of present-day Scotland. This battle seems to have led to an
alliance with the northern Britons and the Scots, for after Ethelfrith’s death his son

Oswald spent his exile in Dalrhiada; this is the ‘Scotland-on-sea’ referred to in the




Life of Oswald, where Oswald was baptized.

In 616 Ethelfrith met his end at the battle on the river Idle, engaged in a trial
of strength with Edwin, a Deiran, the son of Aelle, and his protector, Redwald of
East Anglia. Edwin, having survived his exile, succeeded Ethelfrith in both Deira
and Bernicia, and in their turn, Ethelfrith’s sons went into exile, Eanfrith to the
nation of the Picts where he married a Pictish princess, and Oswald and Oswy to
Dalrhiada.

Edwin’s reign (616-633) was seen by Bede as one of marked success. He
was the first Northumbrian king to be baptized. Edwin had married the daughter
of the king of Kent who had received baptism from St Augustine, the Roman
missionary sent by Pope Gregory. When she journeyed to Northumbria, she was
accompanied by a Roman missionary, Paulinus, and after considerable delay, Edwin
was converted and baptized by Paulinus. This marks the introduction of Roman
Christianity into Northumbria.

See again Document 3: Bede, Ecclesiastical History, book 2, chapter 13
Edwin was also the first Northumbrian king to be overlord or bretwalda, and his
authority extended over all the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms except Kent. There is much
in Bede’s account of Edwin’s reign that throws light on kingship and the trappings
of kingship in 7th-century Northumbria.

Edwin too met a violent death. Bede records that in 633 Cadwalla, king of
Gwynnedd, a British or Celtic kingdom in the region of modern Gwynnedd (north
Wales), rebelled against Edwin, and allied with Penda of Mercia, Cadwalla inflicted
a crushing defeat on the Northumbrians at Hatfield. These events are referred to
in the Life of Oswald. The text also records the defeat by Cadwalla of Edwin’s two
successors. These were Edwin’s cousin Osric who succeed him in Deira, and
Eanfrith, son of Ethelfrith who succeeded to Bernicia. After the death of Edwin,
the kingdom of Northumbria had split apart and fallen into the two ancient
constituent parts under the rule of these two men. Both Osric and Eanfrith had
been baptized, but both reverted to paganism. It was Oswald who defeated
Cadwalla in 634 and reunited Deira and Bernicia and restored the overlordship to
Northumbria. The defeat of Cadwalla is a major episodes in The Life of Oswald.

In the year between the death of Edwin and the accession of Oswald,
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Northumbria had reverted to paganism. Paulinus, taking with him Edwin’s family,
returned to Kent and the Roman mission collapsed. As the Life of Oswald records,
Oswald was responsible for the initiative that led to the reintroduction of
Christianity into Northumbria. However, he did not turn to the Roman mission in
the south, but rather to the kingdom of the Scots, Dahrhiada, where he had been
baptized while he was in exile. The leader of the mission was bishop Aidan, a
monk of lona. Aidan’s mission introduced Celtic Christianity and Celtic traditions
into Northumbria.

Most of Bede’s account of Oswald, and indeed a large portion of Alfric’s Life
of Oswald are devoted to Oswald’s invitation to the Scottish mission under Aidan,
his establishment of the see of Lindisfarne, and the conversion of Northumbria after
the lapse which followed Edwin’s death. Oswald was overlord or bretwalda, and
his wide influence is revealed by Bede and in the Life. Oswald’s interest was not
confined to those kingdoms to the south; as the Life records, Oswald was king
over four ethnic groups, the Picts, Britons, Scots, and the English. The first three
peoples are, of course, Celtic peoples.

Oswald was killed in battle by Penda of Mercia at Maserfelth in 642. He
was succeeded by his brother Oswy, and from 642 to the end of the 7th century,

the kingdom of Northumbria was ruled by direct descendants of the Bernician line.

Read /lfric’s Life of King Oswald and consider the following points. Alfric’s Life
of King Oswald is of interest for many reasons. For our purposes, consider how
the text conceives of military heroism and the way in which it introduces
references to the Christian God into heroic action. It is useful to keep this aspect
of heroism in mind when you are reading texts such as the Battle of Maldon and
Beowulf. Do you think that the references to the Christian God diminish our view
of the nature of Oswald’s heroism? Also, consider how the text balances the roles
of Oswald and Aidan. Although the textis about King Oswald, we see that he and
his role as king are affected by the presence of Bishop Aidan. What significance
does the narrative attach to Aidan and how does his presence affect the narrative
and our perceptions of heroism? Does the text seek to redefine heroism in

Christian terms? If so, how does it redefine heroism?
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