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ABSTRACT: The study of bounded polities is dominated by research which focuses on those landscapes 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎƛǘŜǎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƛŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŀƭ ŎƻǊŜΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨōƻǳƴŘŜŘΩ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

units. This research, in contrast, advocates that for a new perspective on the development of socio-

political units, studies which concentrate on frontier zones should be prioritised. Consequently this 

thesis refocuses attention on the frontier zones between polities, proposing a methodology for 

working in and identifying frontier zones and promoting these areas as dynamic landscapes, integral 

to the emergence, development, and maintenance of socio-political units during the early medieval 

period.  

This methodology combines investigation of the distribution of distinct material culture, burial 

practices, and patterns of landscape use with an approach more frequently used by anthropologists ς 

the identification of processes characteristic of frontier environments. The Avon Valley, the landscape 

through which the historically attested 7th century frontier between the Hwicce and Mercia ran, 

provides the ideal environment in which to explore the origins of early medieval polities. A dataset of 

58 sites within this study area is analysed. The focus on the Avon Valley also aims to highlight the 

potential of this oft overlooked part of the country. It aims to show the wealth of archaeological and 

toponymic data available and the contribution this region can make to the study of the early medieval 

period. 

The results of this analysis demonstrate that the Avon Valley was divided into an eastern and western 

zone as early as the 5th and 6th centuries. This has direct implications for the later emergence of the 

kingdom of the Hwicce. It suggests that between these two zones lay an area of contact and 

coalescence. This evidence, along with conclusions drawn from comparative studies of placenames, 

the western Severn Valley, and the middle Trent Valley, was used to set forth two new models for 

kingdom formation. These models focus on the interactions between polities, foregrounding the 

significance of external relations alongside internal developments.  
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library of Pembroke College, Cambridge. MS. 302.  

S Anglo-{ŀȄƻƴ ŎƘŀǊǘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƛǘŜŘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ψ{Ω ƴǳƳōŜǊ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ōȅ tΦIΦ {ŀǿȅŜǊΩǎ 

Anglo-Saxon Charters: an Annotated List and Bibliography. London. 1968. The 

Ψ9ƭŜŎǘǊƻƴƛŎ {ŀǿȅŜǊΩΣ ŀƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨwŜǾƛǎŜŘ {ŀǿȅŜǊΩ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ 

Cambridge University, launched in 2010 and accessible at www.esawyer.org.uk, was 

used. 

Tax Ecc Ψ¢ŀȄŀǘƛƻƴ 9ŎŎƭŜǎƛŀǎǘƛŎŀ !ƴƎƭƛŀŜ Ŝǘ ²ŀƭƭƛŀŜ !ǳŎǘƻǊƛǘŀǘŜ tΦ bƛŎƘƻƭŀƛ L± ŎƛǊŎŀ !5 мнфмΩΦ 

Record Commission, London 1802. Description of the boundaries of the Diocese of 

Worcester. 

Valor Ecc  Ψ±ŀƭƻǊ 9ŎŎƭŜǎƛŀǎǘƛŎǳǎ ǘŜƳǇΦ IŜƴǊΦ ±LLL !ǳŎǘƻǊƛǘŀǘŜ wŜƎƛŀ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘǳǎΣ LLLΩΦ wŜŎƻǊŘ 

Commission, London 1817. A 16th century map of the boundaries of the Diocese of 

Worcester 
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Chapter 1. Introduction. 

1.1 Introduction 

Traditional approaches to the study of bounded polities tend to focus on those areas and those sites 

ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƭƛŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜΦ {ǳŎƘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ ΨōƻǳƴŘŜŘΩ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ Ǉolities, 

discussing frontier zones only to draw lines on maps, if, indeed, they are discussed at all (for the early 

medieval period, see various chapters in Bassett, 1989a; and papers in Dickinson and Griffiths, 1999). 

With the emphasis placed on the territorial centre, these approaches propagate a core-periphery style 

of research. Successive challenges to this economic and socio-political model have afforded greater 

agency to frontier zones, which are increasingly seen as feeding back and influencing developments at 

the core (c.f. Flad, 2013; Franconi, 2014; and Lightfoot and Martinez, 1995 for excellent overviews of 

this topic). From this new way of thinking about frontier zones a new way of thinking about bounded 

polities can be offered; through analysing how people distinguish themselves from their neighbours, 

new insights can be gained as to the origins of polities, their development, and their maintenance.  

The central aim of this research, therefore, is to advance an alternative framework for the study of 

polity formation. This framework focuses on what evidence from frontier zones, rather than territorial 

cores, can tell us about the origins and development of distinct socio-political units. Before this 

framework can be applied, however, it is necessary to identify a frontier zone. Consequently, the 

second aim of this research is to develop a methodology for working in and identifying frontier zones 

using archaeological data.  

Whilst any period would benefit from this research, the early medieval period provides the focus for 

this thesis. As a period of migration, colonisation, and interaction, the early medieval period lends itself 

to a study of polity formation. In this cultural milieu, social identities morphed and were juxtaposed 

against those of their neighbours, giving rise to the precursors of the kingdoms of 7th-century Britain.  
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One such kingdom was the kingdom of the Hwicce (Figure 1.1). Historical sources suggest that the 

north-eastern part of this kingdom lay within the valley of the River Avon but, crucially, did not extend 

along its full length (Ford, 1976, pp. 277ς278; Hooke, 2009, pp. 13ς17; Stenton, 1971, p. 44).  

 

Figure 1. 1. The early medieval kingdoms of England in the 7th century, showing only the subkingdoms of Mercia. After Yorke 
(1997), Map 1 

The earliest writtŜƴ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎŘƻƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IǿƛŎŎŜ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ .ŜŘŜΩǎ Historia Ecclesiastica 

ǿƘŜƴΣ ƛƴ сло !5Σ !ǳƎǳǎǘƛƴŜ ǿŀǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƳŜǘ ǘƘŜ άōƛǎƘƻǇǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƛƴƎ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ 

ƪƛƴƎŘƻƳέ ŀǘ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ !ǳƎǳǎǘƛƴŜΩǎ hŀƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻǊŘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IǿƛŎŎŜ and the West Saxons 

(Colgrave and Mynors, 1969, p. 135). Whilst the location of this oak has not been conclusively 

established, it has been suggested that it lay near the Gloucestershire ς Oxfordshire county border, 

close to the villages of Down Ampney or Kemble (Eagles, 2003, p. 178; Smith, 1965, p. 35). The first 

charter attributed to a king of the Hwicce, Osric, is in 676 AD (S. 51) and, despite the uncertainty of 
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this particular charter,1 .ŜŘŜΩǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜ ƻŦ ǘǿƻ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ hǎǊƛŎ 

suggests the existence of a royal dynasty by the mid-7th century (Stenton, 1971, p. 45). The foundation 

of the Diocese of Worcester before 680 AD to serve the kingdom (Stenton, 1971, p. 134) additionally 

suggests that the kingdom of the Hwicce was, by the close of that century, a significant polity. The 

Tribal Hidage, whilst of debatable origin and date (see Chapter 2.2.3.2 for discussion), appears to 

support this, assessing the kingdom of the Hwicce at 7,000 hides and making it comparable to the 

kingdoms of Lindsey and the east and west Saxons (Featherstone, 2001, p. 24). The written sources 

also suggest a setting within which the kingdom of the Hwicce developed: in the 6th century the region 

is believed to have been conquered by the Saxon king Ceawlin after his victory over the Britons at 

Dyrham in 577 AD, then, only half a century later, in 628 AD, Penda wrested control from the Saxons 

at the Battle of Cirencester (ASC; Stenton, 1971, p. 45). 

Stenton (1971) and Hooke (2009) have used three pieces of evidence to establish the extent of the 

kingdom of the Hwicce: the borders of the Diocese of Worcester; the tribal group of the Dobunni; and 

place-names. Founded to serve the kingdom of the Hwicce in the 7th century, the close relationship 

between the Diocese and the kingdom was argued using place-names from within the diocesan 

boundaries which refer to the Hwicce and charters granted jointly by the rulers of the Hwicce and the 

church at Worcester (Hooke, 2009, pp. 13ς17). Based on this evidence, Hooke argued that the diocesan 

boundaries reconstructed from 11th, 12th, and 16th-century sources (Heref, Tax Ecc, Valor Ecc) also 

reflected the boundaries of the Hwicce (Hooke, 2009, pp. 13ς17). Furthermore, as the diocesan 

boundaries encircled the core distribution of Dobunnic coinage, she made a link between the two 

territories (Hooke, 2009, pp. 5ς13). The argument can be summarised as: the Dobunnic tribal territory 

became the early medieval Hwiccan kingdom which, in turn, became the religious diocese of 

Worcester. Thus, the extent of the kingdom of the Hwicce can be established using archaeological 

evidence for the Dobunnic territory and the Diocese of Worcester. The final pieces of evidence used 

                                                             
1 See http://www .esawyer.org.uk/charter/51.html# for discussion. 



4 
 

were two place names which lay near to the frontier identified by Hooke (2009, p. 13). The first was a 

field name documented in a 10th-ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ŎƘŀǊǘŜǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀȅ ƳŀƪŜ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άōƻǳƴŘŀǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

aŜǊŎƛŀƴǎέ ό{Φтто2). ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǇŀǊƛǎƘ ƴŀƳŜΣ Ψ.ƛǎƘƻǇΩǎ ¢ŀŎƘōǊƻƻƪΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƻ 

Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ hƭŘ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ άǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǿǎέ ŀƴŘΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

elements of the name ς Ψ.ƛǎƘƻǇΩǎΩ ŀƴŘ Ψ-ōǊƻƻƪΩ ς might indicate a watercourse that marked the extent 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ.ƛǎƘƻǇΩǎΩΣ ƛΦŜΦ ǘƘŜ 5ƛƻŎŜǎŜ ƻŦ ²ƻǊŎŜǎǘŜǊΩǎΣ ƭŀƴŘ (Hooke, 2009, p. 13). Using these pieces of 

evidence, Hooke placed the western frontier of the Hwicce approximately in the centre of the Avon 

Valley, running from northwest to southeast (Figure 1.2) 

 

Figure 1. 2. The mid-7th-century frontier after Hooke (2009) 

                                                             
2 S. 773 describes the grant of land by King Edgar to Aelfwold at Kineton and includes detailed boundary clauses. The boundaries described 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŜȄǘǊŀŎǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨƳŜǊŎƴŀ ƳŜǊŜΩ ƻǊ ΨōƻǳƴŘŀǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aŜǊŎƛŀƴǎΩΥ άǿŜƭƭŀƴ ƻƴ mercna mere of mercna mere on succan 
Ǉȅǘ ƻŦ ǎǳŎŎŀƴ Ǉȅǘ ƻƴ ƎǊǳƴŘƭƛƴƎŀ ōǊƻŎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴƎ ǎǘǊŜŀƳŜǎ ƻŦ ҜŀƳ ǎǘǊŜŀƳŜ ƻŦ ŦƛŘŜǎǘŀƴέ (http://www.esawyer.org.uk/charter/773.html#). This 
ƛǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ²ƘƛǘŜƭƻŎƪ ŀǎ άŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǇǊƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ boundary of the Mercians, from the boundary of the Mercians to Succan-pit, from 
Succan-pit to Grundlinga-ōǊƻƻƪΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŀƳΣ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŀƳ ǘƻ CƛŘŜǎǘŀƴέ (1996, p. 605). 



5 
 

 

In another attempt to identify the extent of the Diocese of Worcester, Ford mapped the western 

ōƻǳƴŘŀǊȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǇǊŜ-{ŀȄƻƴ ŎŀƳǇǎΩ (1976, pp. 277ς278). His argument 

was that the boundary probably used existing prominent monuments in the landscape, in this case 

ΨŎŀƳǇǎΩΣ ǘƻ ƳŀǊƪ ƛǘǎ ǊƻǳǘŜΦ IŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳƎƎested that the boundary took a 

course between the valleys of the Blythe and Arrow, crossed the Avon at its confluence with the Leam, 

cut across the upper course of the Dene to run along the Avon/Thames watershed, and then 

descended into the Evenlode Valley. To support the position of this boundary, Ford observed that 

estate linkages described in charters appeared to define zones of common rights, a method for 

recognising early polities which Oosthuizen believed has some merit (2011, p. 181), which respected 

his proposed division of the valley (1976, pp. 280ς281). Significantly, using a different methodology, 

CƻǊŘΩǎ ŘƛƻŎŜǎŀƴ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊȅ ƭŀȅ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !Ǿƻƴ ±ŀƭƭŜȅ ŀǎ IƻƻƪŜΩǎΦ  

The suggestion is, therefore, that the Avon Valley may have lain on the northern edge of the kingdom 

of the Hwicce; however, the methodologies employed in making this interpretation are far from 

rigorous. The written sources used by Hooke to recreate the boundaries of the Diocese of Worcester 

date to centuries after the foundation of the kingdom of the Hwicce (2009, pp. 13ς17); the place names 

used are also not contemporary and are just two examples (Hooke, 2009, p. 13); the use of the 

territorial extent of the Iron Age Dobunni (Hooke, 2009, pp. 5ς13) relies on an unsubstantiated claim 

that there is a direct relationship between thesŜ ǘǿƻ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΤ CƻǊŘ ƎƛǾŜǎ ƴƻ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ΨǇǊŜ-Saxon 

ŎŀƳǇΩΣ ƴƻǊ ŘƻŜǎ ƘŜ ƧǳǎǘƛŦȅ Ƙƛǎ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƛǘŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǿƛŘŜǊ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘǎ (1976, 

pp. 277ς278);  and, finally, the focus is on written sources with very little attention given to the 

archaeological evidence in the region. It is, however, these written sources and these problems which 

make the Avon Valley the ideal testing ground for exploring polity formation processes. The written 

sources can also offer a chronological framework for this research, indicating a highly developed 

kingdom in the latter half of the 7th century and, thus, implying that the origins and evolution of this 

kingdom lay in the preceding centuries. It is, therefore, to the 5th, 6th, and early to mid-7th centuries 
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that this research takes its evidence, drawing additional information from the late Roman period 

whenever possible. 

The development of polities in the early medieval period is a popular subject with academics and many 

books and papers have touched on the topic (c.f. Bassett, 1989b; Brooks, 1989; Draper, 2004; 

Hamerow et al., 2013; Petts, 2013; Pretty, 1989; Semple, 2008; Yorke, 2001). Many different regions 

and many different datasets have been investigated, but the processes of polity formation proposed 

tend to follow a similar pattern. The point of inception often relates to either the control of late Roman 

centres or the control of significant landscapes, usually focused on river valleys, or a combination of 

both. From this initial base of power certain families rose to dominance, presumably by outcompeting 

their neighbours on social or economic terms. Through agglomeration, either via violence, treaty, 

perception of mutual benefit, marriage, or a combination of these, dominant groups grew and formed 

the basis of the kingdoms we recognise in the historical sources of the 7th century. This research makes 

no objection to this model of polity formation, but instead questions the reliance of many of these 

models on historical sources and thŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ΨƪƛƴƎǎΩ (c.f. Brooks, 1989, pp. 164ς168; Pretty, 

1989, pp. 176ς178; Yorke, 2001, pp. 13ς19), along with the reliance on evidence from regions thought 

to have been territorial cores (c.f. Bassett, 1989b (Hwicce); Brooks, 1989 (Mercia); Hamerow et al., 

2013 (Wessex)). Instead, this research sets out a methodology which focuses on archaeological 

evidence. This is set within the context of what we know from historical sources, but does not seek to 

necessarily corroborate one dataset with the other. It uses archaeological evidence from sites of all 

statuses and does not focus wholly on the elites, proposing a bottom ς up approach to the investigation 

of polity formation. Finally, it considers evidence from a complex and dynamic landscape on the edge 

of the historically attested kingdoms of the Hwicce and Mercia and moves away from core-peripheral 

models inherent in many studies of polities. 
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1.2 Research Questions 

In order to achieve the two main aims of this research ς to advance an alternative framework for the 

ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ Ǉƻƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŀ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ ŦƻǊ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ΨŦǊƻƴǘƛŜǊ ȊƻƴŜǎΩ 

ς six questions are defined: 

1) What were the characteristics common to the Avon Valley in the 5th to mid-7th centuries? 

2) Can any patterns be observed in the distribution of these characteristics? If so, is it possible to 

define any distinct zones? 

3) How was authority expressed in the Avon Valley during the 5th and 6th centuries? 

4) How did the expression of authority change in the 7th century and what might this say about 

the development of society? 

5) Can a framework be developed using the Avon Valley dataset to explain the growth of the 

kingdom of the Hwicce?  

6) Can anȅ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŦǊƻƴǘƛŜǊ ȊƻƴŜ ΨǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΩ ōŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

Avon Valley? 

1.3 Study Area 

The Avon Valley was selected as the focus of this research for two reasons. Firstly, it is a valley and, 

secondly, this particular valley holds significant potential to advance our understanding of kingdom 

development and the early medieval period in Britain.  

The River Avon meanders as a classic lowland river, rising near the Northamptonshire and 

Leicestershire county boundary and flowing in a south-westerly direction for approximately 130 

kilometres to its confluence with the River Severn at Tewkesbury (Figure 1.3).  
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Figure 1. 3. The Avon Valley Study Area 

 

Its valley lies between the upland formations of the Birmingham Plateau to the north, a Carboniferous 

and Permian outcrop of sandstones, and the younger Cotswold Plateau of Jurassic limestones to the 

south. Between these uplands the Triassic Mercia Mudstone forms a low lying and rolling vale overlain 
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in places by Lower Jurassic Lias group clays (Figure 1.4). Glaciofluvial deposits and river terrace gravels 

predominate in the bottom of the valley creating the fertile Vale of Evesham (Radley, 2011).   

 

Figure 1. 4 The Bedrock Geology of the Avon Valley. After BGS 1:625,000 scale geology data (Geological Map Data © NERC 
2016) 

  

The river divides the valley into a northern region of rising ground and woodland, the Arden, and a 

southern region of wide valleys and open fields, the Feldon (Carver et al., 2009, p. 127). Roberts and 

²ǊŀǘƘƳŜƭƭΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǳǎŜŘ мфth-century Ordnance Survey maps to define topographical provinces, 

identified three main sub-provinces in the valley: the Inner Midlands, the Cotswold Scarp and Vale, 

and the West Midlands (in Lowerre et al., 2011). The Inner Midlands was characterised by nucleated 

villages and alternating vales and ridges; the Cotswold Scarp and Vale with a high density of hamlets 

and villages which extended onto the wide Severn plain; and the West Midlands with dispersed 

hamlets between tracts of woodland (Figure 1.5). Even to the present day this landscape sustains a 
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largely rural population, with Coventry being the only major urban centre located within the valley, 

and developed agricultural industries.3 

 

 

Figure 1. 5 The Sub-Provinces of the Avon Valley, after Roberts and Wrathmell (in Lowerre et al., 2011) 

 

The selection of a valley was favoured over an anthropogenic unit, such as a county or a parish.4 This 

attempted to remove the bias placed on a dataset by a study area defined by modern administrative 

units which hold little relevance to the early medieval period (Wheatley, 1993, p. 137). The Modifiable 

Areal Unit Problem recognises that the selection of a study area is arbitrary and influenced by the 

preconceptions of the researcher. As such, they are subjective and can affect the results of analyses 

(Harris, 2006, p. 49). By selecting a natural rather than a human unit of land it was hoped that this 

                                                             
3 See Plates 1 ς 9 for images characterising the Avon Valley. 
4 The Avon Valley actually incorporates most of Warwickshire, large parts of Worcestershire and Gloucestershire, and smaller areas of 
Oxfordshire, Leicestershire, Northamptonshire, and the West Midlands, see Figure 1.3. 
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problem will, in part, have been mitigated. Furthermore, it has frequently been shown that river valleys 

were central to the development of early medieval polities (Draper, 2006; Hamerow et al., 2013; 

Hooke, 2009, p. 85; Semple, 2008); thus, the selection of a valley as a unit of study should hold some 

relevance to the 5th to mid-7th centuries and should assist research focussed on the growth of early 

medieval kingdoms. The nature of archaeological recovery also supports the selection of a river valley 

as a study area. The free-draining character of river gravels, which leads to the development of 

distinctive cropmarks, large-scale gravel extraction, and modern development in the low-lands means 

that the archaeological dataset is biased towards river valleys (Esmonde-Cleary, 1982, p. 25; Leech, 

1977, p. 3). Such a bias, whilst problematic for studies of uplands, benefits a valley-centric study with 

many more sites identified in these environments than elsewhere. 

Having decided that a river valley should be used to define the area of research, this particular valley 

was chosen for its potential to add to our understanding of the early medieval period. This part of 

England suffers from a general lack of research when compared to other regions, such as the Upper 

Thames Valley, Kent, and East Anglia. There is no book titled Anglo-Saxon Warwickshire or Anglo-Saxon 

Worcestershire, no West Midlands: a gazetteer of Anglo-Saxon and Viking SitesΣ ƴƻ Ψ!ƴƎƭƻ-Saxon West 

aƛŘƭŀƴŘǎ 9ƭŜŎǘǊƻƴƛŎ 5ŀǘŀōŀǎŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ hǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƻŦ aŜǊŎƛŀ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦ5 Consequently, the 

frameworks by which we attempt to understand the early medieval period rarely incorporate evidence 

from this region. Sites like Wasperton and Stretton-on-Fosse are sometimes cherry-picked to illustrate 

specific points, namely ideas of post-Roman continuity, but they are removed from their regional 

context and lose their true significance. Not only does this mean that the Avon Valley is under-

represented in current scholarship on the period, but that narratives developed for early medieval 

Ψ9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǎǘΦ 

                                                             
5 c.f. Anglo-Saxon Oxfordshire (Blair, 1994), Anglo-Saxon Cambridgeshire (Taylor, 1978), Early Anglo-Saxon Sussex (Welch, 1983), Yorkshire: 
a gazetteer of Anglo-Saxon and Viking Sites (Points, 2007), A Gazetteer of Anglo-Saxon and Viking Sites: County Durham & Northumberland 
(Points, 2012)Σ  ǘƘŜ Ψ!ƴƎƭƻ-{ŀȄƻƴ YŜƴǘ 9ƭŜŎǘǊƻƴƛŎ 5ŀǘŀōŀǎŜΩ (Brookes and Harrington, 2008), and The Origins of Wessex Project (Hamerow 
et al., 2013). 
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The reasons behind this neglect by archaeologists are not obvious to this author. There is not a lack of 

evidence in the area as there is a wealth of toponymic, historical, and archaeological data to draw from 

in the Avon Valley. The English Place-Name Society has conducted and published surveys of all the 

counties which fall within the valley (Cox, 1998; Gelling and Stenton, 1953; Gover et al., 1936, 1933; 

Mawer and Stenton, 1927; Smith, 1965) and both Gelling (1992) and Hooke (2009) have devoted 

ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭƭŜȅΩǎ ǘƻǇƻƴȅƳǎΦ tǊŜ-Conquest charters have also received a good deal of 

scholarly attention thanks to the Worcester Cartulary and the survival of over 470 pre-Conquest 

documents relating to the west Midlands (Hooke, 2009, p. 52, 1999, 1990, 1981). Archaeological 

studies have been conducted too, but for various reasons these have failed to make the impact on 

scholarship that the valley deserves. 

YŀǘŜ tǊŜǘǘȅΩǎ ŘƻŎǘƻǊŀƭ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ ²ŜƭǎƘ .ƻǊŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ŜǾŜǊƴ ŀƴŘ !Ǿƻƴ ǾŀƭƭŜȅǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ рth and 6th 

ŎŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎ !5ΩΣ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜs of the Avon Valley in one study (1975). Her 

research into the Welsh Borders and the Severn and Avon Valleys in the 5th and 6th centuries showed 

both the importance of broadening our research into westerly regions and the benefit of a coherent 

study. Yet, her work remains unpublished and little known. Furthermore, a number of significant sites, 

sites which potentially alter the interpretation of the region, have been identified since the time of her 

research, such as Wasperton (Carver et al., 2009). A greater number of sites have also been written up 

ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ tǊŜǘǘȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΥ {ǘǊŜǘǘƻƴ-on-Fosse (Ford, 2003), Beckford A & B (Evison 

and Hill, 1996)Σ .ƛǎƘƻǇΩǎ /ƭŜŜǾŜ (Holbrook, 2000), and Alveston Manor (Ford, unpub.).6 CƻǊŘΩǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ 

ŦǊƻƳ мффс ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ŀǘ ŀ ŎƻƘŜǎƛǾŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ Ƙƛǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜΣ Ψ!ƴƎƭƻ-Saxon 

ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊƛŜǎ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ !Ǿƻƴ ±ŀƭƭŜȅΩΣ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ particularly focussed on 

the distribution of material culture; it made no reference to settlements, the landscape, or even wider 

ōǳǊƛŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΦ !ǎ ǿƛǘƘ tǊŜǘǘȅΩǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΣ CƻǊŘΩǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǳŦŦŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ōŜƛƴƎ 

published only in a regional journal seemingly overlooked by early medieval archaeologists, the 

                                                             
6 The Alveston Manor report is yet to be published, and with the death of Bill Ford it remains to be seen if it ever will be, but the write up 
has been completed and is accessible at Archaeology Warwickshire. 
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Transactions of the Birmingham and Warwickshire Archaeological Society. It too has become out-dated 

and a number of burial sites have been identified since its publication, including: Billesley (Palmer, 

2003), Bank Farm, near Dumbleton (Coleman et al., 2006), Walton Cardiff (Hart and McSloy, 2008), 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎΩǎ {ǘƻƴŜΣ wƻƭƭǊƛƎƘǘ {ǘƻƴŜǎ ό!ƴƴƛ .ȅŀǊŘ ǇŜǊǎΦ ŎƻƳƳΦ aŀȅ нлмрύΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ 

despite possessing significant potential for archaeological research, the Avon Valley remains an enigma 

ς unappreciated and overlooked. 

 

Figure 1. 6 The Iron Age frontier in the Avon Valley after Todd (1973), Whitwell (1982), Van Arsdell (1994), Booth (1996), and 
White (2007) 

Such an oversight on the part of archaeological research, if not a result of a lack of data, is perhaps a 

consequence of the peripheral nature of the Avon Valley, with a number of researchers having asserted 

that the valley lay within frontier zones in the Iron Age and Roman periods, as well as in the early 

medieval period. In the Iron Age, Todd (1973, pp. 13ς15), Whitwell (1982), Booth (1996, p. 53), Van 

Arsdell (1994, p. 24), and White (2007, pp. 38ς42), whilst not in total agreement regarding the exact 
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location,  have all argued that the frontier between the Corieltauvi and the Dobunni lay in the north-

eastern part of the Avon Valley, broadly in the region of Watling Street (Figure 1.6).  

In the early Roman period, Webster asserted that the Fosse Way road formed a military frontier (1958, 

p. 49). However, this interpretation of the Fosse Way has garnered criticism (c.f. Booth, 1996, p. 28; 

Frere, 1999, p. 62). If the Fosse Way was at one point a frontier, it was a temporary one and the 

emphasis was on forward movement, with the forts of the Avon Valley attesting to this (Booth, 1996, 

p. 28). Given that the identification of the Fosse Way Frontier is questionable and that, should it have 

existed, it was likely to have been short-lived, it is all the more interesting that a distinction can be 

observed throughout the Roman period between the Avon Valley and the rest of the west Midland 

region. Esmonde-Cleary regarded the north-ǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ ȊƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŜǎǘ aƛŘƭŀƴŘǎ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ŀǎ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩΣ 

with its social and ideological structures based on a late Iron Age pastoral economy that did not fit with 

Roman conceptual frameworks. This contrasted with his south-eastern zone which he characterised as 

ΨƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜΩ ŀƴŘ άŜȄƘƛōƛǘǎΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ wƻƳŀƴ-ǎǘȅƭŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǊǎέ (Esmonde Cleary, 

2011, pp. 133ς142).7  Recently, data brought together by the Roman Rural Settlement Project has 

supported Esmonde-/ƭŜŀǊȅΩǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǘƘ-east part of the 

west Midland region, in which the Avon Valley lies, contrasts with the patterns seen to the north-west: 

rectangular and masonry buildings are more common on non-villa farms; coins are found more widely; 

more villas have been identified; and complex farm types are more common than elsewhere in the 

region. These characteristics mean that the south-eastern part of the west Midland region, and 

particularly the Avon Valley, share more in common with the south east of England than with the rest 

of the west Midlands (Brindle, 2014). Thus, whilst the Fosse Way Frontier, if it existed, is likely to have 

been transitory in its nature, the Avon Valley does appear to have represented a watershed between 

two characteristically distinct zones in the Roman period (Figure 1.7). 

                                                             
7 The Avon valley lies on the north-ǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ ŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ 9ǎƳƻƴŘŜ /ƭŜŀǊȅΩǎ ǎƻǳǘƘ-eastern zone. 
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Figure 1. 7. The Fosse Way Frontier after Webster (1958) and Esmonde-Cleary (2011) 

If the Avon Valley was, or was perceived to have been, a peripheral landscape, then the lack of research 

into this valley may be a result of greater weight afforded in academic research to territorial cores at 

the expense of frontier areas. This investigation aims to refocus research and to use the peripheral 

position of this valley to its advantage. The attestation in historical sources to a 7th-century socio-

political boundary in the valley attracted rather than deterred this research, providing the perfect 

environment in which to study polity formation from a new perspective and to test a new 

archaeologically driven methodology for the identification of frontier zones. At the same time this 

research will advance the study of this neglected region.  

1.4 Archaeological Background: the Avon Valley in the Roman period 

Before any study of a place and a period can be commenced it is essential to give an overview of the 

environment from which it evolved. For any study of the early medieval period this entails the daunting 
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task of summarising the Roman period. Having expanded into the Avon Valley in the early to mid-1st 

century, the Roman armies would have encountered a landscape divided between the two late Iron 

Age tribal units of the Dobunni and the Corieltauvi (Booth, 1996, p. 26). This landscape was populated 

by widespread but patchy settlements which, given the absence of evidence for nucleated sites, 

apparently lacked significant social stratification (Booth, 1996, p. 28).  Roman expansion into the valley 

was facilitated and maintained by the extensive network of roads which criss-crossed the landscape 

(Booth, 2002, p. 5). These roads supported the development of the two main forts in the valley, 

Baginton and Alcester, and possibly two further smaller forts or temporary camps at Budbrooke, 

Warwick, and Orchard Hill Farm, Stratford (Booth, 1996, p. 28). With two (possibly four) forts, the Avon 

Valley appears to have represented an area of lower density military presence compared to elsewhere 

in the west Midlands (Esmonde Cleary, 2011, p. 128). This military presence was not only scarce, but 

seems to have been short-lived and periodic, confined to the mid-1st century, the late 1st and early 2nd 

century, and then the late 3rd century (Booth, 1996, pp. 28ς30; Booth and Evans, 2002, pp. 301ς303; 

Hobley, 1975, 1973, 1969). 

The concentration of known sites may be partially due to recovery biases, such as gravel extraction 

and modern development; however, a distinction can still be made between the density of sites known 

from the Avon compared to say the Severn Valley (Esmonde Cleary, 2011, p. 128), which implies the 

apparent settlement focus in the Avon is, at least in part, a true reflection of identifiably Roman 

settlement patterns. This distinction has been borne out by the findings of the Roman Rural Settlement 

Project, whose data suggest that this part of the west Midland region had quite a different character, 

having more in common with the south-east region of the country than with the rest of the west 

Midland region (Brindle, 2014).  

Nucleated sites, such as Alcester, Chesterton, Tripontium, Princethorpe, Dorn, and Tiddington were, 

with the exception of the latter, found beside the main roads and in locations where no late Iron Age 

activity has been identified (Booth, 2002, p. 9, 1996, p. 51). Within the valley, however, Alcester 
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dominates discussion. Its size, complexity of plan, diversity of building forms, number of late Roman 

stone buildings, possible mansio and substantial stone warehouse, and its 2nd-century defensive circuit 

ς extensively reinforced and rebuilt in the 4th century ς have led excavators to describe the site as the 

principal Roman settlement in the region and amongst the upper orders of the small towns identified 

in Roman Britain (Booth, 2002, p. 5, 1996, p. 32). Furthermore, it has been argued that the mansio and 

the unusually large warehouse, the continued military presence into the 2nd century, and the apparent 

significance of the town regionally might reflect a local government function, perhaps within the 

northern territory of the Dobunni (Booth, 1996, p. 32). However, the warehouse, evidence for a large 

ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ōŜǎƛŘŜ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǎŀƭǘǿŀȅ Ƴŀȅ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ 

or alternatively functioned as a major regional economic centre (Cracknell, 1996, p. 134, 1989, pp. 58ς

59; Cracknell et al., 1994, pp. 257ς258). 

The other major nucleated sites in the valley are less well understood, but seem to share a number of 

characteristics: unlike Alcester, there is no evidence of a military phase; they possessed defensive 

circuits of likely 3rd or 4th century date; there is evidence of substantial buildings; and, with the 

exception of Tiddington, they lay beside long-distance roads ς Chesterton, Princethorpe, and Dorn on 

the Fosse Way and Tripontium on Watling Street (Booth, 1996, pp. 35ς38; Burnham and Wacher, 1990, 

pp. 249ς255; Hingley, 1985; McWhirr, 1981, pp. 60ς61; Palmer, 2009; Stanley and Stanley, 1960, 1959; 

Taylor, 1967). The direct relationship between the Roman road network and these sites, excluding 

Tiddington, has led to the interpretation that these settlements fulfilled a function related to the 

collection of tolls or taxes from travellers (McWhirr, 1981, pp. 60ς61). Tiddington, on the other hand, 

has been interpreted as a market which brought together agricultural produce from the local area and 

attained a moderate level of wealth (Booth, 1996, p. 38; Palmer, 1981, p. 23). 

Additional sites, such as Brailes, Stretton-on-Fosse, Marlcliff and Staple Hill south of Bidford-on-Avon, 

Billesley, and Bidford-on-Avon itself, might usefully be described as minor nucleated settlements 

(Booth, 1996, p. 39). Again, the Roman road network seems to have been an influencing factor for 
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growth, with Bidford-on-Avon apparently developing due to its location where Ryknield Street fords 

ǘƘŜ !Ǿƻƴ ŀƴŘ .ƛƭƭŜǎƭŜȅΩǎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ǎŜŜƳƛƴƎƭȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ƛǘǎ Ǉosition on the Saltway mid-way between 

the markets at Alcester and Tiddington (Booth, 1996, p. 39; Palmer, 2003).  

Away from these roads the Avon Valley was dotted with rural settlements and villas, the latter of which 

were rare in the west Midlands and formed distinct clusters in the Avon Valley, the Cotswold Fringe, 

and in the hinterland of Wroxeter (Booth, 2002, p. 6; Copeland, 2011; Hurst et al., 2002; Lockett, 2002; 

McWhirr, 1981). A study of the villas in the valley is severely hampered by a lack of excavation and 

their role within the local economy is poorly understood (Booth, 2002, p. 7). The complexity of some 

of the villa sites, particularly the villas of Spoonley Wood and Wadfield outside Winchcombe, 

Gloucestershire (McWhirr, 1981, pp. 96ς97), suggests a degree of wealth, but how this related to the 

wider economic landscape remains uncertain. Lower status rural settlements are similarly obscure. In 

the Avon Valley, the use of rectilinear enclosures in the middle Iron Age and late Iron Age at sites like 

Brandon Grounds and Park Farm, Bidford-on-Avon and the use of curvilinear enclosures on Roman 

sites such as Bidford Grange makes the dating of sites by their morphology incredibly challenging 

(Booth, 1996, p. 42). Where Roman dates have been established it is possible to observe 

concentrations of occupation in the bottom of the Avon Valley and in the valleys of its southerly 

tributaries extending up on to the edges of the Cotswolds. Careful surveys using aerial photographs in 

the upper Arrow and Alne valleys have also suggested that occupation stretched north of the Avon 

towards the Forest of Arden (Booth, 1996, p. 44). At sites such as Furzens Farm, Wyre Piddle and 

Throckmorton Airfield, both in Worcestershire, it has been demonstrated that, unlike the major 

nucleated settlements, some of the rural settlements had their origins in the late Iron Age (Lockett, 

2002, p. 3) and there also appears to have been a dislocation of rural settlements in the 2nd century 

which was not seen at the major settlements, as few continued through into the 4th century (Booth, 

2002, p. 7). 
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Very little can be said about Roman burial sites within the Avon Valley as so few examples have been 

identified. Whilst scattered burials have been identified at Alcester and Tiddington, these are likely to 

belong to the later Roman period; no formal cemeteries similar to the type known to ring the small 

town of Dorchester-on-Thames in the Upper Thames Valley have been found (Booth, 1996, p. 45; 

Harman et al., 1978). Burials have been reported from outside the enclosed settlement of Tripontium, 

but again these are likely to belong to the late Roman period (Cameron and Lucas, 1966, pp. 139ς144) 

as are the rural cemeteries of Wasperton and Stretton-on-Fosse (Carver et al., 2009, p. 135; Ford, 2003, 

p. 3). Thus, the funerary practices of the earlier Roman period remain elusive and it has been suggested 

that the people of the Avon Valley may have continued to practice late Iron Age burial customs (Booth, 

1996, p. 45). 

More data are available for industry and trade, though the extensive investigations into Alcester 

continue to bias research. Four industries or resources are said to have characterised the valley and its 

immediate surrounds: salt, timber, pottery, and agriculture. Immediately to the north-west of the 

valley lay Droitwich, Roman Salinae, a major inland salt production site in the Roman period (Hurst et 

al., 2006; Hurst and Aitken, 1997; Woodiwiss et al., 1992). As Droitwich was linked to the Avon Valley 

by a number of roads, it is highly likely that salt was an important commodity traded through the Avon 

markets, such as Alcester (Cracknell et al., 1994, pp. 257ς258). Plentiful timber resources would have 

been provided by the Forest of Arden which swept along the northern slopes of the valley and 

Esmonde-Cleary has suggested that wood may have been exported from here to the less forested 

areas to the south and east (2011, p. 131). The Arden also provided wood for pottery kilns which 

developed along its fringes at Mancetter-Hartshill, Wappenbury, Ryton-on-Dunsmore, Bubbenhall, 

and Lapworth (Booth, 1996, pp. 47ς49; Esmonde Cleary, 2011, p. 128). The extensive industry at 

Mancetter-Hartshill, which consisted of at least 61 kilns (Booth, 2002, p. 8), lay immediately beyond 

the northern edge of the valley and dated to the early 2nd to mid-4th centuries. It produced tile and 

glass along with ceramics and its mortaria were circulated across the Midlands and into the north of 

.Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ŀǎ ŦŀǊ ŀǎ IŀŘǊƛŀƴΩǎ ²ŀƭƭ ό.ƻƻǘƘΣ мффсΣ ǇΦ птύΦ ²Ƙƛƭǎǘ ŦŀǊ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƻcal in scale, Booth argued that 
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agriculture would probably have been the most important resource in the valley. Using the faunal 

assemblages at Alcester he concluded that there was a substantial rural economy supporting urban 

market centres (Booth, 1996, p. 47). This seems to be sustained by the excavations at Billesley in the 

hinterland of Alcester, which identified corn drying ovens, a feature which was absent at Alcester 

(Palmer, 2003, p. 72), and marries with the interpretation of Tiddington (Palmer, 1981, p. 23). Spelt 

appears to have been the dominant cereal crop, but local variations from this were apparent at sites 

like Dunsmore where barley was more common (Booth, 2002, p. 8, 1996, p. 46). Cattle dominated the 

faunal assemblages at Alcester, with kill patterns indicating that cows were kept for meat, dairying, 

and as draught animals. A lower number of sheep were represented, particularly older sheep; this 

contrasts with the interpretation that the development of a concentration of palatial 4th-century villas 

in the Cotswolds, immediately south of the Avon Valley, was related to wool production (Henig and 

Booth, 2000, pp. 44ς45). 

Whether or not the west Midlands and the Avon Valley were major exporters to military consumers in 

the north (Esmonde Cleary, 2011, p. 132), the pottery evidence demonstrates how the area was linked 

to the rest of Roman Britain ς the Oxford, Severn Valley, Malvernian, Dorset, and Nene Valley 

industries, in particular ς though imports from beyond the province and exotica are relatively rare 

(Booth, 1996, p. 51; Lockett, 2002, p. 7). In the Avon Valley, as in the late Iron Age, the pottery evidence 

is slightly different from the surrounding region and Lockett remarked upon the higher percentage of 

Oxfordshire wares here compared to in the rest of Worcestershire (Lockett, 2002, p. 7). Proposing that 

there may be a link between the distribution of Oxfordshire wares and the concentration of villas in 

the Avon Valley, Lockett suggested that this part of the west Midlands may have been more 

economically developed than its neighbours (Lockett, 2002, p. 7). The propensity for the Avon Valley 

to stand out within the wider west Midlands region and its apparent ties to the Upper Thames Valley 

and the valleys of eastern England endured into the early medieval period and provide an important 

line of enquiry in this research. 
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1.5 Thesis Outline 

To best address the aims of this research this thesis is broadly arranged in the following manner. 

Chapter 2 describes the methodology and datasets used within this research. It also sets out the 

theoretical framework which guided the development of this methodology and the criteria for data 

selection. Given the reliance of this research on secondary data, collected by others, a review of the 

various sources of archaeological data is also presented in this chapter. Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 

present the first set of results from a valley-wide survey, investigating the distribution of burial 

practices and the distribution of patterns of landscape use, respectively. Taking the results from the 

preceding chapters, Chapter 5 examines the role of routeways and existing communities in the 5th and 

6th centuries in more detail. To compare and contrast patterns observed in the archaeological data, 

Chapter 6 then explores the distribution of Brittonic, partly Brittonic, and Old English names which 

make reference to Brittonic communities or institutions. Chapter 7 presents another comparative 

study, but this time compares archaeological data from another region, the western Severn Valley, to 

assess the strength of any conclusions drawn in the Avon Valley and to set the valley within its wider 

context. This chapter concludes by offering some interpretations for the similarities and the 

differences observed between the two valleys. Moving in to the 7th century, Chapter 8 explores how 

elites developed in the Avon Valley using case studies of the great hall complexes at Hatton Rock and 

Long Itchington and elite burials. Similar to Chapter 7, Chapter 9 presents data from a neighbouring 

region, this time the middle-Trent Valley. The purpose of this case study is to explore the relationship 

between the two regions which were to become the kingdoms of the Hwicce and Mercia. Similarities 

and differences between the two datasets are considered and the process of Mercian expansion 

considered. Drawing together results from all the preceding chapters, Chapter 10 sets out the evidence 

for discreet zones in the Avon Valley, assesses the possible identification of frontier zone processes, 

and proposes two models to explain the development of the kingdom of the Hwicce. 

Finally, the thesis is brought to a close in Chapter 11 which summarises the conclusions drawn from 

this research, their implications for the wider study of bounded polities and early medieval kingdoms, 
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and the areas of further research that this thesis highlights. The data used in this research are 

presented in Catalogues 1 ς 5. Plates illustrating the Avon Valley landscape are found in Catalogue 6. 
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Chapter 2. Methods and Datasets. 
 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter reviews approaches to the study of polities and frontier zones, proposes a methodology 

for the investigation of these, and describes the data used. The methodology, which analyses whether 

distinct socio-political units existed prior to the 7th century, can be used to set out a new way of thinking 

about the origins and development of early medieval kingdoms. Scull has argued that whilst the study 

of early medieval kingdoms often focuses on the 7th century, when written sources attest their 

existence (see various chapters in Bassett, 1989), clearly those kingdoms did not simply spring into 

existence around 600 AD (Scull, 1999; Yorke, 2001, pp. 13 & 19). The methodology proposed here will 

be applied to the investigation of the origins of one such kingdom, the kingdom of the Hwicce. 

It has been asserted by Stenton (1971) and by Hooke (2009) that the 7th-century frontier between the 

Hwicce and Mercia ran through the Avon Valley. Thus, the study area spanned both a supposed frontier 

zone and, importantly for comparison, areas within two distinct kingdoms. In the Avon Valley, these 

historically attested kingdoms belonged to the 7th century onwards, yet what is explored here is 

evidence from the preceding two centuries. This evidence is used to assess whether it is possible to 

identify the existence of distinct polities prior to the aforementioned kingdoms and whether a frontier 

zone, identified by specific processes, lay between them.  

A frontier zone is defined within this ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀǎ ŀƴ άŀǊŜŀ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴέ (Parker, 2006, p. 77) where cultural 

practices meet, mix, and react to external influences (Naum, 2010). In anthropological and 

archaeological schools of thought they are characterised by both hybridisation and fragmentation 

(Lightfoot and Martinez, 1995, p. 472; Naum, 2010; Parker, 2006, p. 86; Ylimaunu et al., 2014). In such 

environments, the anthropologist Michael YŜŀǊƴŜȅ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ άƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀǎǎƛƎƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜƴΣ 

ǿƛǘƘƘŜƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƧŜŎǘŜŘέ (1991, p. 58). As with the social groups they delimit, frontier zones can exist 

and operate at various scales, between neighbours and between polities (Carver, 2011, p. 187; Petts 
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and Turner, 2011, p. 6; Smith, 1996; Toop, 2011, p. 96). Frontier zones are areas which are fluid and 

permeable (Booth, 1996, p. 53; Todd, 1973, p. 12)Τ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ΨŜƭŀǎǘƛŎ ŀǊŜŀǎΩ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ 

medieval kingdoms identified in the Tribal Hidage (Davies and Vierck, 1974, p. 228) and are certainly 

ƴƻǘ ΨōƻǊŘŜǊǎΩΣ ŀ ǘŜǊƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ŀ ŦƛȄŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ƭƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ (Parker, 2006).  

Significantly, frontier zones are now recognised as places of immense social importance, with changes 

within them feeding back to affect developments at the core of socio-political units (Flad, 2013; Hall, 

2009; Lightfoot and Martinez, 1995; Reilly, 1988). Thus, patterns observed in frontier zones can be 

informative elsewhere in the socio-political units they define. In addition to being integral to core 

politics, frontier zones are essential in the definition of socio-political identity. As Sarah Semple 

ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ {ǳǎǎŜȄΣ Ƙƻǿ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŀƭ ŦǊƻƴǘƛŜǊ ȊƻƴŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǘǊȅ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ άƳƛƎƘǘ 

ƻŦŦŜǊ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ώǇƻƭƛǘƛŜǎϐέ (2008, p. 409). Examples cited by 

Semple include Sutton Hoo and Bishopstone cemeteries, placed deliberately so as to be viewed by 

those entering the kingdoms of East Anglia and the South Saxons, respectively (2008, pp. 416ς418). 

These cemeteries demonstrate the importance of frontier zones as places for polities to communicate 

their identity to outsiders, whether they be merchants, missionaries, or raiders. Furthermore, a 

territorial frontier serves to both divide and bring people together (Reilly, 1988, p. 161) making these 

places dynamic and vibrant locations intrinsically linked to socio-political identity and essential to the 

development of political units. Thus, these interfaces between polities offer an opportunity to explore 

how polities emerged, their characteristics, and their development.  

Whilst the examples used by Semple lay on the coast, a frontier zone which is easier to identify, this 

research sets out a methodology by which the possible presence of inland frontier zones can be 

explored using archaeological evidence. This methodology suggests that frontier zones need not be 

marked by imposing landscape features; they might be more fluid and liable to change. To recognise 

these frontier zones and the distinct polities they define requires careful examination of the 

distribution patterns of practices ς such as burial practices, material culture, landscape use, 
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monumental reuse, and place names ς to define distinct zones, followed by the examination of the 

interfaces of these zones to see whether processes characteristic of frontier zones can be discerned.  

2.2 Methodological Approach for the Definition of Zones 

! ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŜǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ΨȊƻƴŜǎΩ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǎǳƛǘŜǎ ƻǊ 

ΨǇŀŎƪŀƎŜǎΩ ƻŦ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƛƴƎ ΨǇŀŎƪŀƎŜǎΩΦ /ŀǊǾŜǊ ǳǎŜŘ 

ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǾŀǊƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘ ΨȊƻƴŜǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ŀƭƭŜƎƛŀƴŎŜΩΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ 

behaved the same (2011). He argued that the differences in furnished burial, sculptural traditions, 

building styles, and manuscripts, when combined, might be used to define intellectual territories in 

early medieval Northumberland (Carver, 2011)Φ [ŜƳƻƴǘ 5ƻōǎƻƴΩǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘǎ 

in the East Riding of Yorkshire (2008) ŀƴŘ Lŀƴ {ƳƛǘƘΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŜstment in burial rites in 

south-east Scotland (1996), also utilised monumental variability to identify different socio-political 

ȊƻƴŜǎΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ wƛŎƘŀǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ bŀȅƭƻǊΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ bƻǊǘƘǳƳōŜǊƭŀƴŘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŀǘŀōŀǎŜ ƻŦ tƻǊǘŀōƭŜ 

Antiquities Scheme (PAS) finds to establish a fingerprint for the use of material culture in order to 

define a distinct Northumbrian zone (2011). In the Adur Valley, Sarah Semple investigated how the 

position of cemeteries and settlements in relation to each other, existing monuments, and routeways, 

might be linked to the definition of an early medieval territory (2008). 

¢ƘŜ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ΨȊƻƴŜǎΩ ŀǇproach is that it draws upon data from large areas and a range of site 

types, contextualising interpretations and establishing general patterns; it demonstrates how various 

types of evidence might be incorporated into the study of socio-political units, particularly burial 

practices, artefact distributions, and the positioning of sites; and it combines evidence of these 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ΨǇŀŎƪŀƎŜǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ȊƻƴŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ȊƻƴŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜƴ 

related to socio-political groups, for example Northumbria, in the case of Richards & Naylor (2011). 

This framework contributes to the research conducted here. 
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2.2.1 Cemeteries and Social Signalling: The Distribution of Burial Practices 

Burial practices were chosen for analysis due to their ability to inform on communal identity (Devlin, 

2007; Hakenbeck, 2007; Härke, 2007; Scull, 2013; Stoodley, 2010). In a recent publication on this 

theme, Scull concluded that the diversity apparent in the furnished burial rite of the early medieval 

ǇŜǊƛƻŘ άƳŀȅ ōŜ ǊŜŀŘ ŀǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

ŀŦŦƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴέ (2013, p. 526). In other words, that differences observed within burial practices could be 

seen as evidence of membership to different cultural groups. Furthermore, the complexity and 

diversity in these practices should be able to shed light on the societies that created them (Stoodley, 

2010, p. 87). Thus, the burial practices of this period can inform on communal narratives and 

communal membership. Through analysis of the distribution of different burial practices over time and 

space, therefore, the evolution of communities might be seen and patterns might be observed which 

could signal the presence of distinct zones where people viewed and treated their dead differently. 

 

Table 2. 1 Data recorded for each burial site and for each burial 
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Whilst all aspects of the burial rite were recorded for each site and, where possible, each burial, not 

all the information recorded was analysed in terms of its spatial distribution in the Avon Valley (Table 

2.1).  

Firstly, in order to characterise patterns common to the Avon Valley, only those practices present at 

more than one site were considered, e.g. rows were not used as they were only attested at Lower 

CŀǊƳΣ .ƛǎƘƻǇΩǎ /ƭŜŜǾŜΦ8 Second, due to preservation and reporting quality, there was simply not 

enough information to analyse some practices, e.g. osteological data. Third, the uniformity of some 

practices, namely burial position and the treatment of different genders, means that, whilst they can 

usefully be included within the characterisation of the practices of the Avon Valley, their distribution 

did not need analysing. Fourth, associated sites and monuments were not considered in the section 

on burial practices and instead formed an integral part of the analysis of landscape use. Finally, there 

was no intention to use all the data collected and such a detailed dataset was only created so that it 

might enable future research.9 With these caveats in mind, the burial practices analysed were: the 

ratio of inhumation to cremation burials; the orientation of inhumation burials; the presence of 

charcoal-lined inhumation burials; the relative frequency of weapon burials; and the distribution of 

dress accessory types. The extents of Alveston Manor, Stretton-on-Fosse, Lower Farm, Wasperton, and 

Beckford A along with the majority of burials from Beckford B are believed to have been identified and 

cemetery size is considered throughout (Barnard, 1925; Carver et al., 2009, p. 132; Cook, 1958; Evison 

and Hill, 1996, pp. 36 & 39; Ford, 2003, p. 77, unpub., p. 95). 

2.2.1.1 Cremation Burials 

Carver et al., drawing upon the rarity of the cremation rite in the Avon Valley, suggested that where it 

does occur it may indicate the presence of a different burial custom practiced by a different social 

group (2009, p. 135). This interpretation, however, has it problems and, whilst it has been recognised 

                                                             
8 Bill Ford argued that burials at Stretton-on-Fosse were arranged into rows but this author remains unconvinced (2003). Looking at the 

cemetery plan and, in particular, the orientation of graves, it seems possible that the inhumations were laid out around a barrow, evidence 
of which might have been removed through modern quarrying prior to excavation (see Catalogue 1 for plan). 
9 The complete dataset is found in Catalogue 1 
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that the introduction of this cremation rite to England in the 5th century and its maintenance through 

ǘƘŜ сǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ǿŀǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ άǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅέΣ ƻƴŜ ǿƘƻǎŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƭƛŜ 

amongst the North Sea communities (Williams, 2002, p. 68), it would be a mistake to solely assign 

expressions of socio-political identity to this burial rite. Sites where it has been possible to demonstrate 

progression from cremation to inhumation practices, for example, suggest that changing beliefs within 

one community may affect the choice to cremate or to inhume and that the arrival of a new social 

group is not necessary to explain the introduction of a new rite (Scull, 2013). To explore these opposing 

views, data will be collected from the Avon Valley to analyse temporal and spatial change in the use of 

the cremation burial practice. 

2.2.1.2 Orientation of Inhumation Burials 

!ǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƛǘŜ ƻŦ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŀƪŜ ǳǇ ŀ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ΨǇŀŎƪŀƎŜΩ (c.f. Arnold, 2006, p. 142; James, 

1988, p. 220; Lucy, 2002), the predominance of a particular orientation of inhumation may be 

instructive of evolving beliefs or the presence of different groups of people. At Frénouville, in north-

western France, for example, two distinct phases of burial were apparent: one dated to the late 3rd 

Century, with inhumations aligned north-south, and another dated to the mid-5th Century, with 

inhumations aligned west-east (Effros, 2003, pp. 141ς3).  Analysis of whether the orientation of 

inhumation burials is dictated by geographical or chronological factors ς whether it is likely to be a 

ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ōǳǊƛŀƭΩǎ ŘŀǘŜ ƻǊ ƛǘǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀǊŜŀ ς might, therefore, advance research 

into the internal development of a group or, alternatively, provide evidence for the existence of distinct 

groups. To conduct this analysis, north-south and south-north burials were assessed together, as were 

east-west and west-east burials. This was on account of not all the excavation reports recording the 

position of the head in the burial. 

2.2.1.3 Charcoal-Lined Inhumation Burials 

Charcoal-lined inhumation burials are defined as inhumations where there is evidence for spreads of 

charcoal either lining the whole grave, underlying the head or pelvis, scattered across the whole grave, 

or focussed in particular areas around the body. These burials should not be confused with the charcoal 
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burials of the 9th to 11th centuries which are often associated with Christian practices and found on 

consecrated ground. Examples of this later type of practice have been found in burials at the cathedrals 

in Oxford, Hereford, Worcester, and York (Richards 2002:164; Hadley 2002:218-219) and the monastic 

site at Bath (Peter Davenport pers. Comm. Feb 2015). It has been argued by Richards (2002:164) and 

Hadley (2002:218-219) that this rite may have had a symbolic meaning linked to preserving the 

individual from corruption and securing the integrity of the soul. These burials were, therefore, 

intrinsically linked to Christian belief in the afterlife. In the pre-conversion period, a different 

explanation must be sought. 

No study into the origin and distribution of charcoal-lined burials in the early medieval period appears 

to have been conducted and this unusual practice remains enigmatic. In his musings on the topic, Ford 

has variously suggested a Roman or a Merovingian influence, which came into England via Kent, for 

the origin of this practice(Ford, 2003, p. 103). By studying the distribution of these burials in England 

and by comparing early medieval data with Romano-British evidence, it is possible to assess the validity 

ƻŦ CƻǊŘΩǎ ŎƭŀƛƳǎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴȅ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

burials which may indicate the presence of distinct zones within the Avon Valley. 

2.2.1.4 Frequency of Weapon Burial 

Härke has suggested that variability in the frequency of weapon burials was not solely linked to wealth 

but also to the contrasting social structures found in different regions (1989, pp. 50ς51). In other 

words, that the selection of individuals for burial with weapons was dependent on social factors 

dictated by local or regional agendas (Härke, 1989, p. 59). It follows, therefore, that mapping weapon 

burial frequencies may be able to reveal geographical patterns which might be linked to different 

socio-political groups. 

Heinrich Härke has been analysing the weapon burial rite in early medieval England since the late 1980s 

(Härke, 2014, 2005, 2001, 1997, 1992, 1989) and his extensive research has led him to the conclusion 

ǘƘŀǘΥ άŀƴ !ƴƎƭƻ-Saxon inhumation was furnished with weapons not because it was the burial of an 
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individual warrior - it was furnished with weapons in order to display the status of a family which was 

ƻŦ DŜǊƳŀƴƛŎ ŘŜǎŎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŀōƭŜ ǿŜŀƭǘƘέ (1992, p. 153). 

¢ƘǳǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿŜŀǇƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŀ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ōŜŀǊǎ ƴƻ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŦƛƎƘǘ ƻǊ Ƙƛǎ 

experience of fighting (Härke, 2005, p. 205, 1992, p. 152). Furthermore, the peak of the weapon burial 

rite in the late 5th to mid-6th centuries suggests that the presence of warfare was not a determining 

factor in the deposition of weapons; at this time there is an interlude between documented battles 

and it appears that the period was one of relative peace (Härke, 2005, p. 199, 1997, p. 125). The 

provision of weapons, therefore, was a display of social and political alignment, one that particularly 

emphasised perceived decent from Germanic lineages. However, the correlation between peak 

weapon burial and the interlude in warring might suggest that the burial rite also acted as a proxy for 

war; whereby the heroic ideology of the Germanic conquest could not be expressed through battles 

and was, therefore, ritually expressed through the display of weapons, themselves a material 

manifestation of violence, in the grave (Härke, 1997, p. 125). The inclusion of weapons in the burials 

of the Avon Valley should consequently be seen as evidence of male individuals, or groups of male 

individuals, with greater disposable wealth, who perceived themselves to be the descendants of 

Germanic migrants and inheritors of the Germanic conquest myth. These men were buried in 

cemeteries alongside people not afforded burial with weapons ς these graves may be those of both 

Romano-Britons and lower status migrants (Härke, 2005, p. 202, 1992, p. 153) ς thus, the weapon 

burial rite might additionally be seen as evidence of mixed societies. 

In order to explore this possibility, data was collected to investigate the frequency of the weapon burial 

rite within the Avon Valley. To analyse the frequency of weapon burials amongst the total male 

population, 50% of the un-gendered or un-sexed individuals at each Avon Valley site were assumed to 

be male. Weapon burials were then assessed as a proportion of the maximum number of burials 

assigned a male gender/sex plus half of the individuals where no gender/sex could be established. This 

method attempts to correct the lack of consideration given to unfurnished graves or graves containing 

only gender neutral grave goods. It is appreciated that this is a simplified methodology, but it was 
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hoped that, through considering this alongside proportions of weapon burials per total population and 

total male population, a more nuanced picture of the weapon burial rite might be achieved. 

2.2.1.5 Dress Accessory Types 

John Blair explored the social and commercial contacts of the people of the 6th-century Upper Thames 

Valley through the distribution of a dress accessory characteristic of the area ς cast saucer brooches 

(1994, p. 16). In developing his argument, Blair stated that the scarcity of Anglian material in the 5th-

century Upper Thames Valley was evidence of much weaker links between these culturally distinct 

regions at this time, a situation which he saw as changing by the mid-6th century as inter-regional 

exchange systems expanded (1994, pp. 9ς16). Thus, the distribution of dress accessory types can be 

used to investigate both the presence of socio-political units and the development of inter-regional 

contacts. 

It is understood that dress accessories moved for a variety of reasons, both as exchanged objects and 

worn ornaments. Without being able to differentiate between the two means of travel on the current 

available evidence, no comment is made here on how this material entered the Avon Valley. What was 

considered was the distribution of material indicating different areas of influence and contact within 

the Avon Valley. For this analysis, dress accessories were grouped according to generally recognized 

types and assigned a region of origin (Table 2.2; Åberg, 1926; Carver et al., 2009; Dickinson, 1993, 1979; 

Ford, unpub.; Hines, 1997; Leeds, 1945; Martin, 2015)).10 The number of each dress accessory type was 

then recorded. This was not possible at all burial sites as not all contained dress accessories and not all 

reports recorded the type of dress accessory present. 

                                                             
10 All the Great Square Headed brooches known from the Avon valley ōŜƭƻƴƎ ǘƻ IƛƴŜǎΩ tƘŀǎŜǎ н ŀƴŘ ǿŜre, therefore, likely to be of an 

eastern origin. 
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Table 2. 2. Categories of dress accessory and their assigned focus of distribution. 

2.2.2 Analysing Patterns of Landscape Use 

Active use of both the human and physical landscape played an important role in the creation of early 

medieval authority, identity, ideology, and ancestry (Carver, 2011, p. 187; Härke, 2001, p. 19; Semple, 

2013, pp. 14ς59). In her recent publication, Sarah Semple argued that the use of monuments and the 

wider landscape were drawn into the creation and maintenance of regional narratives which actively 

shaped the world views of early medieval communities (2013). Thus, the way in which the landscape 

was organised can inform upon the communities who made it their home. Additionally, by including 

evidence from the landscape, the focus of research was not solely placed on burials nor was it confined 

to within early medieval sites, being able to instead incorporate data from outside these sites. 

The approach adopted here used methodologies developed by studies across early medieval England: 

Semple for West Sussex, Yorkshire, and north Wiltshire (2013); Draper for Wiltshire (2006); Dobson for 

East Yorkshire (2008); and Smith for south-east Scotland (1996). These methods included the 

establishment of distinct patterns of landscape use which can then be defined as characteristic of 

separate early medieval communities. Semple, for example, with reference to the reuse of prehistoric 

monuments, defined patterns of landscape use and burial traditions that were typical of the territories 

of West Sussex, Deira,  and North Wiltshire (2013, pp. 20ς26, 27ς38, 40ς45 respectively). In contrast, 

but to the same end, Draper focused on the regional pattern of early medieval settlement to identify 

a distinct signature within Wiltshire (2006). The aspects of the landscape analysed here are: the 

topography at each site; the reuse of extant sites; the focus of activity on routeways; and the position 

of great hall complexes. 
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2.2.2.1 Site Topography 

The topographical setting of early medieval sites is a relatively new area of research within the 

discipline. Howard Williams, whilst acknowledging the importance of physical landscape features for 

the development of burial sites in the 5th to 7th centuries, only cited studies of prehistoric landscapes 

(1998, p. 92). Indeed, it does appear to be a more frequently studied topic amongst prehistorians, and 

Parker-tŜŀǊǎƻƴΩǎ (1993) ŀƴŘ ¢ƛƭƭŜȅΩǎ (1996) papers are good examples, but it is a topic which is starting 

to be addressed by those studying the early medieval period. Williams himself stated that grave 

orientations were often influenced by natural landscape features (1998, p. 97), thus recognising the 

importance of the landscape for the development of sites. Draper has taken the study further and 

argued that nodal places in the early medieval landscape usually developed where three topographical 

characteristics combined ς river crossings, natural springs, and low hills surrounded by marsh (2004, 

p. 188). Furthermore, he pointed to the topographical elements in many of the earliest Old English 

settlement names as evidence of the importance of the physical landscape in the shaping of the human 

landscape (Draper, 2004, p. 78). Baker and Brooks also argued that specific topographical features, in 

particular, hanging promontories, were favoured for the holding of moots in the Anglo-Saxon period 

(2013, pp. 149ς152). Most recently, Harrington and Welch explored the topography at sites across the 

south of Britain to assess continuity and discontinuity between the late Roman and early medieval 

periods (2014, p. 74). Importantly, through their case studies they demonstrated how the positioning 

of sites might be linked to the political strategies of early political units (Harrington and Welch, 2014, 

p. 94). In these studies, it was illustrated how the landscape was used to define nodal points, meeting 

places, and political strategies. It could be argued, therefore, that these studies demonstrate how the 

position of sites within the landscape can be linked to socio-political agendas. 

2.2.2.2 Monumentality and the Reuse of Monuments 

The creation and maintenance of communal and elite identity through the reuse of monuments, or 

ΨŜȄǘŀƴǘ ǎƛǘŜǎΩ όǎŜŜ ōŜƭƻǿ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴύΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƛǎ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ (c.f. Bradley, 

1987; Carver, 2011, p. 187; Halsall, 2010, pp. 253ς254; Härke, 2001, p. 19; Semple, 2013; Williams, 
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1998; Yoffe, 2007)Φ wƛŎƘŀǊŘ .ǊŀŘƭŜȅΩǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ 

structures and the prehistoric monuments in the Yeavering landscape brought the subject to the fore 

ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘΣ άƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ŀǎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǿŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ Ƴǳch more active manner, in order to 

ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ƻǊ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜƭƛǘŜέ (1987, pp. 14ς15). This was developed by Williams 

who expanded the purpose of monumental reuse to include the construction and negotiation of origin 

myths, identities, and social structures (1998). In addition, Williams identified a chronological aspect 

to the practice, with communal burial grounds focusing on these monuments in the 5th to 7th centuries 

and the rise of an elite practice in the 7th century (1998, p. 103). This, he argued, reflects the 

development of new elite groups at this time. Finally, research into this practice culminated with Sarah 

{ŜƳǇƭŜΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ нлмоΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǳǊǾŜȅŜŘ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ and was 

able to demonstrate both the cohesiveness of the practice and its regionality. Thus, within the Avon 

Valley, any patterns in the construction of monuments and reuse of extant sites may be demonstrative 

of particular socio-political ideals or concerns and any spatial differences observed in these may 

represent the presence of different socio-political groups. Given the scarcity of possible examples of 

monumentality in the Avon Valley (see discussion of two possible sites in Chapter 4.3), this research 

focuses on monumental reuse. 

2.2.2.3 Landscapes and Movement 

The importance of main rivers and Roman roads in the early medieval period has often been inferred 

from the archaeological record. The river-centric nature of early medieval communities and territories, 

for example, has been widely recognised (Baker and Brookes, 2013, p. 149; Draper, 2004, p. 117; 

Hamerow, 2012, p. 3; Hamerow et al., 2013, p. 51; Hooke, 2001, p. 161; Semple, 2013, pp. 19ς25, 

2008, p. 418). Early territorial units appeared to focus on river catchments (Draper, 2004, p. 117) and 

the place names of such territories often reflected this ς the Arosætna in the Arrow Valley, 

Warwickshire, the Pencersætan in the Penk Valley, Staffordshire, and the Tomsætan in the Teme 

Valley, Shropshire (Hooke, 2001, p. 161). Settlements, meeting places, and battles have frequently 

been evidenced at nodal points along the course of major rivers such as at fords and confluences (Baker 
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and Brookes, 2013, p. 149; Hamerow et al., 2013, p. 51; Hooke, 2009, p. 102; Semple, 2013, pp. 85 & 

91). Similarly, Roman roads have been identified as important foci of early medieval activity (Baker and 

Brookes, 2013, p. 149; Palmer, 2003, p. 51; Reynolds, 2009; Reynolds and Langlands, 2011; Semple, 

2013, p. 34). In particular, crossroads have been highlighted as places of significance within the 

landscape (Reynolds, 2009; Reynolds and Langlands, 2011). These thoroughfares, main rivers and 

Roman roads, provided access and opportunities for greater visibility and control. They were, 

therefore, integral to the communication of information between and within early medieval 

communities (Reynolds and Langlands, 2011, p. 423). How these major routeways were used in the 

Avon Valley could, therefore, be indicative of wider socio-political agendas and, consequently, any 

differences in their use may imply the presence of distinct communities. 

2.2.2.4 Great Hall Complexes 

¢ƘŜ ΨƎǊŜŀǘ ƘŀƭƭΩ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄŜǎ ƻŦ Iŀǘǘƻƴ wƻŎƪ ŀƴŘ [ƻƴƎ LǘŎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴ ŀǊŜ ǘǿƻ ƻŦ Ƨǳǎǘ ŦƻǳǊǘŜŜƴ рth to mid-7th-

century sites where occupation activity (or non-burial activity) has been identified in the Avon Valley. 

In a dataset dominated by cemetery evidence, their importance for providing information about the 

living population cannot be overemphasised. Significantly, these sites also allow insight into a period 

integral to this thesis: the 7th century. For it was within the socio-political climate of this century that 

both the hall complexes and the boundaries of the diocese of Worcester, believed to delimit the 

kingdom of the Hwicce, were established.  

Great hall complexes are characterised by a number of features which are found in various 

combinations (James et al., 1984, p. 184). These include: exceptionally large rectangular and 

substantial earth-fast foundation timber buildings with a large focal building; planned layouts, often 

ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ŀƭƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ ƻǊ ΨŎƻǳǊǘȅŀǊŘΩ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘǎΤ ŀƴŘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǇŀƭƛǎŀŘŜŘ ŜƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜǎ (James et al., 

1984, p. 184)Φ ¢ƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǘƛƳōŜǊ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ h9 ΨƘŜŀƭƭŜǎΩ όŀǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

h9 ΨƘǳǎΩύΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŦƭƻƻǊ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƛƴ ŜȄŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ мллƳ2 (Hamerow, 2011, p. 142), opposing entranceways in the 

centre of the long walls, and often with annexes at one or both ends (James et al., 1984, p. 184). In 

excavation it has been repeatedly observed that these buildings were made up of combinations of 
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square modules, a phenomenon which has apparently been borne out by the evidence from aerial 

photographs, with the double square being most common (James et al., 1984, pp. 186ς189). These 

great halls first appeared at the very end of the 6th or early 7th century (Brennan and Hamerow, 2015, 

p. 345; Hamerow, 2012, p. 103; Thomas, 2013, p. 127) and Marshall and Marshall have argued that 

the tradition spread to the Midland region of England from the south and the north (1993, p. 395). 

However, the strength of their argument is uncertain and obscured both by a lack of excavation at 

these sites and the paucity of dating evidence sufficient enough to make such claims. In addition, 

where this building practice arrived from in the north and south of England has been the source of 

some serious debate (Hamerow, 2011, p. 130; James et al., 1984, pp. 205ς206; Marshall and Marshall, 

1993). One of the most recent contributions to tƘƛǎ ŘŜōŀǘŜ ǿŀǎ .ƭŀƛǊΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ƻǊƛƎƛƴ 

or influence must be considered a possibility (2013, p. 25).  

!ǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƻŦ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƘŀƭƭǎΣ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƛǘŜǎ has also been split. 

Whilst all agree that they were high-status sites, opinion is divided as to the identity of the high-status 

individuals at these sites: kings, tribal leaders (Hodges, 1982, p. 49; Marshall and Marshall, 1993, p. 

400; Rahtz, 2014; Wilson, 2014), and aristocratic families (Brookes, 2010, pp. 65ς67; Hamerow, 2012, 

p. 103; Millett, 1984, p. 249; Welch, 1992, pp. 47ς51) have all been propounded. Whilst the precise 

nature of the status of the individuals controlling these sites is debated, all are in agreement that these 

sites represented the upper echelons of early medieval society. As described in Beowulf, these halls 

were central to kinship and the creation and maintenance of lord-retainer relationships through the 

acts of feasting, gift giving, judicial hearings, land granting, and law making (Rahtz, 2014; Ware, 2005, 

p. 154). They were also intrinsically linked to cultic activities: the careful alignment of buildings, which 

may have facilitated procession; placed deposits such as the cache of cattle skulls at Yeavering D2; 

tentative evidence of gold smithing at Sutton Courtenay; the association of halls with pre-existing 

monuments; and the medium of wood have all been suggested as evidence for ritual at these sites 

(Bintley and Shapland, 2013; Crewe, 2012, pp. 208ς209; Hamerow, 2012, pp. 107ς109; Shapland, 

2013). As Hamerow concluded at Sutton Courtenay, these were composite sites and a range of 
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functions would have been carried out at them as part of an elite system of control (Brennan and 

Hamerow, 2015, p. 347)Φ 9ǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ Ƙŀƭƭ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ 

authority of the elite to a wider audience, something which was achieved using a variety of methods. 

The ways in which great hall complexes conveyed elite power were numerous and range from physical 

size, manipulation of resources and labour, organised layouts, production and storage of goods, and 

public assemblies. Ulmschneider has warned, however, that there has been an overemphasis on the 

buildings themselves, a potential mistake given increasing discussion about the possibility that high-

status sites of the period were ephemeral in nature (2011). She, therefore, suggested that settlement 

location, association with high status burials, diversity of craft and production, intended display, and 

patterns of consumption should also be considered (Ulmschneider, 2011). The nature of these elite 

signifiers were considered in turn and applied to the two Avon Valley sites to assess the presence and 

role of high-status individuals in this landscape. 

2.2.3 Comparative Research 

To assess the strength of any interpretations made in the Avon Valley and to contextualise findings 

within a wider regional setting, two comparative case studies were carried out: the first compared the 

Avon Valley with the west of the Severn Valley and the Malvern Hills and the second compared data 

with the middle Trent Valley. The Severn Valley and Malvern Hills were selected for comparison due 

to the argument made using historical sources that the Avon and the Severn valleys broadly 

represented the eastern and western extents of the Diocese of Worcester and, therefore, the kingdom 

of the Hwicce (Stenton, 1971, p. 134). Conversely, the middle Trent Valley, between Lichfield and 

Newark, was selected as it is believed to have been the territorial core of the kingdom which was to 

subsume the Hwicce ς Mercia (Brooks, 1989, p. 162; Yorke, 2001, p. 20). Together these case studies 

allow patterns observed in the Avon Valley to be compared and contrasted against a second proposed 
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frontier zone and a proposed heartland. These studies also broaden our understanding of this west 

Midland region and situate the Avon Valley within its wider geographical and socio-political setting. 

2.2.3.1 The western Severn Valley and the Malvern Hills 

Historical sources, such as the 11th-century hagiographer DƻǎŎŜƭƛƴΩǎ [ƛŦŜ ƻŦ {ǘ aƛƭŘōǳǊƎ όGoscelin) and 

the Taxatio Ecclesiastica of 1291 (Tax Ecc), suggest that, in the late 7th century the western part of the 

Severn valley and the upland of the Malvern Hills separated the kingdoms of the Hwicce and the 

kingdom referred to here as the Magonsætan.  The area that becomes the Magonsætan was first 

recorded as the West Hecani or the Westerna,11 though these names seemed to go out of use before 

the 9th century (Finberg, 1972, p. 217). Their lands covered the plain of Herefordshire and southern 

Shropshire to the west of the Severn Valley (Stenton, 1971, p. 46). Very little is known about the 

reigning family and it is likely that they would have been lost to history had three women of their line 

not risen to fame within the church and had histories written of them (Stenton, 1971, p. 47). The 11th-

century Life of St Mildburg (Goscelin) records the first king of the Magonsætan as Merewalh who lived 

c. 625-685 AD and has variously been identified as either the third son of Penda of Mercia or the leader 

of a local noble dynasty (Finberg, 1972, p. 217; Pretty, 1989, p. 176; Stenton, 1971, p. 47)Φ DŜƭƭƛƴƎΩǎ 

ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ŀǎ ΨŦŀƳƻǳǎ ²ŜƭǎƘƳŀƴΩΣ ƳƛƎƘǘ Ŧƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻΣ ƛƳǇƭȅƛƴƎ ŀ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ 

political expediency on the part of the leaders of this kingdom which neighboured the Welsh kingdoms 

(1978, p. 95). Whether part of the Mercian royal house or not, the rulers of the Magonsætan, like the 

Hwicce, had been demoted to ealdorman by the 8th century as Mercia consolidated its strength 

(Finberg, 1972, p. 224). 

A survey of the archaeological data from this region, which appears in its historical trajectory to be 

comparable with the Avon Valley, allows the observations made in the Avon to be contextualised and 

the strength of any interpretations tested. Furthermore, this analysis permits a wider understanding 

of the kingdom of the Hwicce, advancing this research beyond the confines of one small valley. 

                                                             
11 Pretty suggests that these various names may represent different smaller kingdoms, see her chapter, Defining the Magonsætan, for 
further discussion (1989). 
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2.2.3.2 The middle Trent Valley 

Mercia has been obscured from history; it had no contemporary chronicler, no informant to which 

Bede turned for evidence, and no ecclesiastic who left behind instructive collections of letters (Brooks, 

1989, p. 159; Brown and Farr, 2001, p. 1). Even the charters issued in the name of the Mercian kings 

were not for lands within the Mercian heartland; they instead belonged to the kingdoms of Kent and 

the Hwicce (Brooks, 1989, p. 159). Various reasons have been put forward to explain this historical 

black hole: Yorke wondered whether the Mercian foundation myth has simply been lost (2001, p. 15); 

Stafford suggested that a tradition of history writing never developed in the first place (1985, p. 67); 

Tyler even speculated whether the Mercian elite may have been pre-literate (2005, p. 3); and John 

Blair simply thinks the destruction of the archives from key Mercian ecclesiastic centres is to blame 

(pers. comm. Mar 2016). Which of these, if any, is true is uncertain, but we can be more sure of the 

impact of Viking territorialisation on the region, with the renaming of estates and the reordering of 

the landscape in a way that concealed the earlier history of the Midlands (Brown and Farr, 2001, p. 1; 

Welch, 2001, p. 148). 

An historical source which has in the past been held up as an example of an early medieval Mercian 

document is now a subject of debate. The origin of the Tribal Hidage, once believed to have been a 

Mercian tribute list (Davies and Vierck, 1974, p. 227; Featherstone, 2001), has been brought into 

question by Nicholas Brooks (1989, p. 159). Brooks argued that if the Tribal Hidage was a list of tributes 

owed to Mercia then the inclusion of Mercia itself makes no sense. This and the absence of Deira and 

Bernicia from the list, he believed, point to a Northumbrian origin (1989, p. 159). Such conflicting 

ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ Ƙŀǎ ƭŜŘ ¸ƻǊƪŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ¢Ǌƛōŀƭ IƛŘŀƎŜ άŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 

ǘƘŜ ƎŀǘŜǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƻŦ aŜǊŎƛŀΣ ōǳǘΧǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘƛŜǎ Ŧor it to 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ ƘȅǇƻǘƘŜǎŜǎέ (2001, p. 20). We must, therefore, seek the roots of this kingdom 

elsewhere. 
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One such alternative source of information is the medieval Welsh poem, the Marwnad Cynddylan12, 

but even this is not free from controversy. A cursory glance at writings on the origins of Mercia 

immediately identified conflicting interpretations of this Welsh raid, the battle of Maserfelth c.642, 

commemorated in the poem. Gelling, following Rowland, interpreted the poem as an account of a 

battle fought between a noble of Powys and Mercia against a Northumbrian army. This Northumbrian 

army had pushed deep into Mercian territory, bringing their supply train and their monks into the core 

of Mercia where the allied Mercian and Welsh forces met them in battle (1992, p. 73). Bassett (2000) 

and Brooks (1989, p. 169), in contrast, preferred an interpretation which saw the Welsh battle 

occurring during the time of Northumbrian supremacy over Mercia, with the vengeful Welsh raiding 

deep within Mercian territory to exact damage upon their enemy Northumbria and the Northumbrian 

puppet king in Mercia, Eowa. However, they disagreed over the monks: Bassett interpreted these as 

British monks native to Mercia (2000) whilst Brooks saw these clerics as northerners who had arrived 

as part of the overlordship of Northumbria (1989, p. 169). Such a brief look at the historical sources 

does little justice to the wealth of scholarship expounded upon the subject of the origins of Mercia, 

but it did highlight the potential problems, the contradictions, and the lack of evidence. To counter 

this it was to archaeology that this research turned. 

As with the historical sources, however, the archaeology was not without its limitations. The most 

significant of these was the paucity of data: the north and central midland regions showed scant 

evidence of 5th and early 6th-century activity, especially when compared to their neighbours in the east 

(Brooks, 1989, p. 162; Gelling, 1992, p. 29; Stafford, 1985, p. 83; Welch, 2001, p. 159). Some have 

attributed this to the late arrival of Anglo-Saxons into the region (c.f. Stafford, 1985, p. 83), whilst 

others have favoured the dominance of traditional local practices which kept the practices of the 

migrants at bay (Bassett, 2000, pp. 114ς115). Whichever interpretation proves more accurate, the fact 

remains that there was very little archaeological evidence in the Mercian heartlands which pre-dated 

                                                             
12 ¢ƘŜ aŀǊǿƴŀŘ /ȅƴŘŘȅƭŀƴΣ ƻǊ ΨǘƘŜ ƭŀƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ /ȅƴŘŘȅƭŀƴΩΣ ǎǳrvives in a copy of the Red Book of Hergest and the White Book of Rydderch 
copied by John Davies before 1631 (National Library of Wales manuscript 4973). For a translation of the poem and discussion on the date 
of its writing see (Rowland, 1990, pp. 120ς141 & 174ς189) 
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the first historical sources to refer to this kingdom. This problem was compounded by the lack of a 

cohesive study of the sites that we do know of and the reliance on antiquarian reports (Brooks, 1989, 

p. 162; Welch, 2001, p. 149). 

Even combined, the historical and archaeological sources left very little information to work with. What 

they did communicate was that a king, Penda, ruled over a people known as the Mercians from c.626 

AD.13 At least one king may have preceded him: Cearl who, according to Bede, harboured the exiled 

Edwin and gave his daughter in marriage to Edwin during the first decades of the 7th century (Higham, 

1992; Yorke, 2001, p. 19)Φ /ŜŀǊƭΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƻŦŦŜǊ ǊŜŦǳƎŜ ǘƻ 9ŘǿƛƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŜƳȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ,ǘƘŜƭŦǊƛǘƘ 

of Northumbria, would imply that Cearl wielded considerable authority (Higham, 1992) and it might 

reasonably be assumed, therefore, that the Mercian royal dynasty was not in its infancy. Perhaps then 

a date for the foundation of this lineage in the late 6th century would be appropriate. Geographically, 

the core of the Mercian territory is thought to have lain in the middle Trent Valley which was to be 

later marked by the major Mercian royal centres at Repton, the royal monastery established in the late 

7th century; Lichfield, the bishopric established by Chad c. 669 AD; and Tamworth, the royal vill in the 

8th and 9th centuries (Brooks, 1989, p. 162; Yorke, 2001, p. 20).  

An archaeological investigation, therefore, that focuses on the few sites that lie between Newark, 

Nottinghamshire and east Staffordshire and which date to the 6th and 7th centuries not only contributes 

to ƻǳǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƛƴ aŜǊŎƛŀΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŜƴŀōƭŜǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ ǘƻ ōŜ 

made with the Avon Valley, another area which was to come under Mercian rule in the 7th century. 

2.2.4 Frontier Zone Processes 

A major shortcoming of the definition of zones approach outlined above, however, is that too little 

attention is given to the archaeology on the edges of zones. Across Britain, lines have been drawn on 

maps between Angles, Saxons, Jutes, and Britons and between Wessex, Mercia, and Kent, but no 

consideration has been given to the archaeology on these lines. In focusing only on defining zones, 

                                                             
13 {ŜŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ tŜƴŘŀΩǎ ǊŜƛƎƴ ƛƴ .Ǌƻƻƪǎ (1989, pp. 165ς166). 
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archaeologists have assumed the presence of frontier zones and overlooked their significance. To 

explore these dynamic parts of the landscape, this research, therefore, attempts to apply a new 

methodology for the identification of processes characteristic of frontier zones to the Avon Valley 

dataset. The aim is to test whether these processes can be found in the archaeological data from this 

case study area and, should they be evident, to assess the implications of this in relation to the 

development of sites in the valley and the kingdom of the Hwicce.  

Cronon, Miles, and Gitlin identified six processes at play in frontier zones: species shifting, market 

making, land taking, boundary setting, state forming, and self-shaping (1992). These formed the basis 

ƻŦ /ƭŀǊƪΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ bƻǊǘƘǳƳōǊƛŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƳŜŘƛŜǾal period (2011). Whilst Clark was able 

to demonstrate an early medieval archaeological application for three of these processes ς land taking, 

boundary setting, and self-shaping ς the lack of written sources which refer to the Avon Valley prior to 

the formation of the Hwicce restricts analysis here to only one, the process of self-shaping.14  Cronon 

et al. define self-shaping as the creation of new social identities through increased social interaction 

(1992). Clark used self-shaping at the small settlement of Fremington to explain the presence of Anglo-

Saxon building types alongside Romano-British style pottery. She argued that this was evidence of the 

mixing of cultural practices at a social interface (2011, pp. 124ς126). 

Lightfoot and Martinez developed the idea of self-shaping further, envisaging frontiers as places of 

heightened social interaction (1995, p. 472). In their review of the study of frontiers within 

archaeology, they argued that three flaws pervade traditional approaches: the core-periphery 

dichotomy which treats frontiers as passive recipients of core innovation; the analysis of frontiers at 

the macro-scale of regions or pan-regions; and the expectation of clearly defined groups visible in 

material culture (Lightfoot and Martinez, 1995, pp. 475ς482). These criticisms were founded in the 

assumption that frontiers define the outer limits of homogenous groups with archaeologically visible 

                                                             
14 The other three processes defined by Cronon et al. (1992) are also not applicable to the Avon Valley. State making is specific to the 

American state system; species shifting relies upon biological differences which cannot be observed using the Avon Valley dataset; and 
there are no confirmed market sites in the valley until the late 7th or 8th century to the east of Bidford-on-Avon (Naylor and Richards, 2010; 
Wise and Seaby, 1995). 
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boundary structures. Traditionally, the people at these frontiers were thought to merely absorb 

innovations developed at the core and not engage with the people on the other side of the boundary.  

Having identified the shortcomings of traditional approaches, Lightfoot and Martinez argued that 

ŦǊƻƴǘƛŜǊ ȊƻƴŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ƻŦ άŎǊƻǎǎ-ŎǳǘǘƛƴƎΣ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇǇƛƴƎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ŀƴŘ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎέ (1995, 

p. 488), where processes and material culture are affected by different combinations of peoples. 

!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ŦǊƻƴǘƛŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ΨŎǊŜƻƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΣ 

ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǎȅƴŎǊŜǘƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƴŜǿ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎέ (Lightfoot and Martinez, 1995, p. 474). 

Conversely, this heightened social interaction also leads to active resistance to new ideas, perhaps by 

communities who stand to gain little from engaging with outsiders. These communities were described 

ŀǎ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘΩ (Lightfoot and Martinez, 1995, p. 485). Thus, rather than being places where 

archaeologists are able to distinguish distinct edges of material culture distributions, or zones, they 

ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŦǊƻƴǘƛŜǊ ȊƻƴŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ōȅ άƴƻƛǎŜέ ŀƴŘ άŀƳōƛƎǳƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜέ (Lightfoot 

and Martinez, 1995, p. 482).  

To explore this new approach they presented the study of Fort Ross, a 19th-century fur-trade outpost 

in northern California (Lightfoot and Martinez, 1995, pp. 484ς486). Here, local leaders actively 

arranged marriages between their daughters and the men of the fort. These alliances led to cultural 

exchange, visible in the adoption of new materials and the proliferation of inter-ethnic families. At the 

same time, those people who did not recognize an advantage from rejecting their traditional base of 

power and influence refused to adopt the culture of the fur-traders. 

bŀǳƳΩǎ ǇŀǇŜǊΣ ΨwŜ-emerging Frontiers: Postcolonial Theory and Historical Archaeology of the 

ōƻǊŘŜǊƭŀƴŘǎΩ (2010), whilst using a different lexicon, was fundamentally in agreement with the 

conceptual framework developed by Lightfoot and Martinez (1995) and, indeed, acknowledged the 

influence of this paper (2010, p. 105)Φ ²Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǇŀǇŜǊ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨŎǊŜƻƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŎƻƎƴisable in 

bŀǳƳΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ¢ƘƛǊŘ {ǇŀŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ōƻǘƘ ǇŀǇŜǊǎ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŀƎƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ 

of frontiers. Using the work of the post-colonial theorist Bhabha, Naum described the Third Space as a 
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place of hybridity, tension, and innovation. Naum argued that, as places of negotiation and personal 

and communal re-ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ όǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŀōƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǎŜƭŦ-ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎΩ ƻŦ /Ǌƻƴƻƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ (1992)), frontiers should 

be seen as Ψ¢ƘƛǊŘ {ǇŀŎŜǎΩ (Naum, 2010, p. 107). 

NŀǳƳ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ¢ƘƛǊŘ {ǇŀŎŜΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ {ƭŀǾƛŎ ǇŜŀǎŀƴǘǎ ƻƴ 

south-western Danish islands in the 12th century (2010, pp. 108ς116). Naum argued that this process 

άŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƳǳƭǘƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ŦǊƻƴǘƛŜǊ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜέ (2010, p. 110). Two 

historical sources described contradictory accounts of this frontier, one emphasising its permeability 

through evidence of extensive migrations, the other painting a picture of two opposed units facing 

each other across a fixed line. Naum attributed these conflicting interpretations to the agendas of the 

chroniclers and, thus, highlights the difficulty of understanding frontier zones from the evidence of 

history alone (2010, p. 111). To correct this, Naum drew place names and excavated evidence of Slavic 

technologies into the analysis, demonstrating the coexistence of separate Slavic and Danish 

settlements (2010, pp. 111ς112). In contrast, material culture, in the form of the Slavic pottery styles 

which arrived on the Danish islands, showed cultural mixing over time (Naum, 2010, pp. 112ς115). 

bŀǳƳ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘΣ άƘȅōǊƛŘƛǘȅΣ ƛƴōŜǘǿŜŜƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƳōƛƎǳƛǘȅ ŀǊŜ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŀƭƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ŦǊƻƴǘƛŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŀŎƪ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ǎǘŀƛƴΧŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŜŀŎƘ ŦǊƻƴǘƛŜǊ ƛǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ŜƳŜǊƎŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ 

specific historic context, certain cultural and social processes seem to be a common feature of many 

ŦǊƻƴǘƛŜǊǎέ (2010, p. 126). 

Ylimaunu et al. (2014) ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ bŀǳƳΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘƛǊŘ {ǇŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŀƎƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇes by 

exploring how these processes evolved. Whilst recognising the importance of material culture in the 

demonstration of these processes, their paper instead focused on how the materiality of space might 

be studied in order to explore these concepts. They applied this to their case study of the expansion 

of the Catholic Church into the area of modern Finland in the 13th to 16th centuries (Ylimaunu et al., 

2014, pp. 15ς17). They explored the stylistic development and the changing physical position of these 

ŎƘǳǊŎƘŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ¢ƘƛǊŘ {ǇŀŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŀƎƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜs, which 
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ǘƘŜȅ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ΨǘƘƛǊŘƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŦǊŀŎǘǳǊƛƴƎΩ (Ylimaunu et al., 2014, p. 6). The earliest churches were small 

and unimposing structures interpreted as the work of individuals seeking to ally themselves with the 

newly arrived and powerful representatives of the church. These churches were often found beside 

major Iron Age socio-economic and ritual centres, and were thus taken as evidence of the blending 

and hybridisation characteristic of thirding. In contrast, the apparent absence of these churches 

outside of the coastal areas was regarded as evidence of the rejection of the ideals propagated by the 

spread of these churches. Thus, the landscape became fragmented or fractured between those coastal 

areas that embraced these churches and the inland areas which rejected them. The authors went on 

to consider cemeteries associated with some of these churches and were able to demonstrate the 

continuation of local burial traditions in the shadow of these new religious centres. These burial 

practices were found alongside markedly Christian ones and showed the creation of a new and hybrid 

burial practice. Finally, Ylimaunu et al. also empƘŀǎƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ άōǊƻŀŘŜǊ 

ƎŜƻǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊέ (2014, p. 17), which they achieved through reference to written sources. 

Combining historical narratives and their theoretical framework, they suggested that the growing 

ostentation of the churches in this region in the mid-15th century and the increasing adherence to 

Christian burial practices was a feature of the instability of this borderland. Faced with violent border 

disputes between the Swedish and Russian kingdoms, the people of this area chose to seek protection 

from the church and the political power it was allied with, the Swedish Kingdom (Ylimaunu et al., 2014, 

p. 16). Therefore, what appeared to have been a process of Christianisation was much more tied into 

socio-political changes. 

The most recent contribution to the discussion of processes at cultural interfaces has come from 

[ƛŜōƳŀƴƴΩǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Journal of Social Archaeology (2015). Liebmann critiqued the use of the term 

ΨƘȅōǊƛŘƛǘȅΩΣ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƻŘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ Ŧrom two or more 

different social groups in ways that challenge pre-ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎέ (2015, p. 323). He argued 

that hybridity is a practice and not merely a quality of an object. It combines, transforms, and can 

concurrently imply disruption. With this definition in mind, hybridity is recognizable in the frontier 
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processes described above: it is characterised simultaneously by cultural mixing (thirding), the 

development of new practices (innovation), and the process of cultural renegotiation which 

incorporates tension and fragmentation (fracturing) (Liebmann, 2015, p. 324). Liebmann himself linked 

the occurrence of hybridity and situations of cultural interaction, stating that cultural hybridity occurs 

from the coming together of different people, objects, and ideas. Thus, colonial contexts are an ideal 

area in which to study cultural hybridity (2015, p. 327). When identifying hybridity archaeologically, 

Liebmann looked for differences from the norm, which he argued was essential as all cultural 

phenomena are communal in their nature and, therefore, a mixture of influences (Liebmann, 2015, 

pp. 337ς338)Φ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅΣ [ƛŜōƳŀƴƴΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ŀ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǿƘŜƴ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ƛƴ ƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴ ς the danger of simply identifying 

cultural diversity instead of a frontier zone. Following Liebmann, in order to explore whether hybridity 

is the result of cultural mixing, it is essential to firstly consider the wider practices within which cultural 

hybridity is believed to have occurred, thus establishing a norm against which to compare uncommon 

practices. 

¢ƘŜ ΨǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ŦǊƻƴǘƛŜǊ ȊƻƴŜ ƛƴ 

the Avon Valley. Primarily, it defines processes that are both common features of frontier zones and 

are archaeologically visible. These features, although a number of different terms were used, might be 

called: thirding, fracturing, and innovation, the identification of which will be discussed below. In 

addition, as processes, frontier characteristics are not necessarily artefact-centric and can be explored 

using combinations of material culture, practices, and landscape use patterns. As Liebmann 

highlighted, this approach, however, should not stand alone and must be considered alongside wider 

ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

ΨȊƻƴŜǎΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΦ hƴƭȅ ƻƴŎŜ ǿŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘǿƻ ƻǊ 

more politiŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ǿŜ ǘŜǎǘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƘȅōǊƛŘƛǘȅ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΦ 
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Where distinct packages of practices defining spatial zones could be identified within the Avon Valley, 

data from sites on the interfaces of these zones was further investigated to assess whether the frontier 

zone processes of thirding, innovation, or fracturing could be distinguished. The results of this analysis 

can be found in Chapter 10. Within this research, the process of thirding is believed to be evidenced 

archaeologically by the mixing or combining of cultural practices from different zones. This might 

manifest in the inclusion of uncommon burial practices alongside practices typical of that zone. It was 

anticipated that, archaeologically, the processes of innovation and fracturing would be difficult to 

distinguish between. For example, the development of a new burial practice may be the result of a 

ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ŎƘƻƻǎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΦ 

As archaeologists, it is unlikely that such a distinction would be preserved for us. Thus the two 

processes, where there is no information from additional sources, must be considered together. 

Archaeologically these processes are believed to be visible in the development of unique or the 

development of new ways of using existing practices. 

2.3 Datasets: Sources and Preparation 

To achieve the aims of this research, two datasets were needed: the first consisting of a selection of 

early medieval sites and the second cataloguing features of the physical and human landscape in which 

the sites were set.  The primary criteria for the selection of sites was that they needed to be datable 

to the 5th to mid-7th centuries. Secondly, sites had to be precisely located geographically, at least to a 

six figure grid reference. Those sites located only to a parish, for example, could not be used to analyse 

how landscape use varied due to the imprecise recording of their position. Thirdly, sites had to be 

reported to a sufficient level so as to allow analysis of the archaeological features and finds present. 

Single finds, therefore, where no contextual information was recorded, were of limited value. Finally, 

these sites had to be set within their surrounding landscape. This landscape consisted of pre-existing 

ǎƛǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŜǊŜ ŀǎ ΨŜȄǘŀƴǘ ǎƛǘŜǎΩΣ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǊƻǳǘŜǿŀȅǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻǇƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ 

such as hills, valleys, and different soil types. As such, to place the early medieval sites within their 
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context it was necessary to model both the sites themselves ς their location, size, and dimensions ς 

and their landscape. 

What follows are details of specific terminology used; a description of the data sources; an explanation 

of how sites and the landscape were modelled; a reassessment of the dating of some of the early 

medieval sites; and a description of any limitations of the data. 

2.3.1 Terminology 

¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŜȄǘŀƴǘ ǎƛǘŜΩ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ΨƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘΩΣ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ǎƛǘŜǎ ǇǊŜŘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ 

period which are likely to have left visible remains in the 5th ς 7th landscape. They include two types of 

ǎƛǘŜǎΥ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ wƻƳŀƴ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƛǘŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘΩΦ aƻƴǳƳŜƴǘǎ 

ŀǊŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ŀǎ άŀƴȅ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΣ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻǊ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ŀōƻǾŜ ƻǊ ōŜƭƻǿ ǘƘe 

ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘέ  όƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŜƴƎƭŀƴŘΦƻǊƎΦǳƪκŀŘǾƛŎŜκƘǇƎκƘǇǊ-definitions/#m). This 

ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ aŀǊǘƛƴ /ŀǊǾŜǊ ǿƘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ άǾŜǊȅ 

ƘƛƎƘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎέ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƛƴǘŜnance (2011, p. 191). In her analysis of 

monumental reuse, Sarah Semple included barrows, henges, stone circles, hill forts, linear ditch 

systems, Roman villas, and Roman temples (2013, p. 13). In line with these definitions, the monuments 

included in this analysis incorporate Roman forts and those used by Semple, with the exception of 

linear ditch systems which are not present in the study area. The former were included as the 

ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ŦƻǊǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΣ ǘƘǳǎΣ ŦƛǘǘƛƴƎ /ŀǊǾŜǊΩǎ 

definition of a monument (2011, p. 191). So defined, the monuments of the Avon Valley comprise both 

prehistoric and Roman sites. 

In addition, Roman occupation sites, not including villas or forts, were also incorporated into the 

ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ǳǎŜΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ΨƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘŀƭΩΣ ȅŜǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ 

included here due to evidence of reuse in the early medieval Avon Valley. At Billesley, for example, a 

Roman corn drying oven in a roadside settlement was reused in the mid-6th century as the grave of a 

male individual who was accompanied by weapons (Palmer, 2003). Thus, Roman occupation sites, as 
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foci of early medieval activity, were considered alongside and in contrast to the use of monuments. 

Collectively, these monuments and Roman occupation sites are referred to as extant sites (Table 2.3). 

 

 

Table 2. 3. The type of extant sites included 

 

ΨaŀƧƻǊ ǊƻǳǘŜǿŀȅǎΩ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ wƻƳŀƴ ǊƻŀŘǎ όǎŜŜ [ƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǿƘȅ Roman 

roads were used) and main rivers that traverse the Avon Valley. Only the larger rivers were selected 

for analysis due to their role in the facilitation and control of movement through the landscape and 

their greater potential for influencing human activity. Restricting analysis to only the River Avon and 

its major tributaries was also necessary due to the character of the study area. As a river valley, the 

study area is saturated by hundreds of watercourses, with most parts lying within a few hundred 

metres of a brook or a stream. The ubiquity of small watercourses across the study area made analysis 

of regional variation impossible, with any perceived relationship between early medieval sites and 

watercourses likely to be merely the result of the high frequency of the latter. With analysis restricted 

to just the main rivers of the Avon Valley, those used here are: Avon, Leam, Sowe, Stour, Itchen, Arrow, 

Alne, Dene, Swift, Isbourne, Sherbourne, and Swilgate.   

Jones concluded that the Avon was navigable to at least Evesham in the medieval period with accounts 

from the monastery at Pershore detailing goods brought to the site by water from Bristol, Tewkesbury, 

and Evesham, the latter of which lies upstream from Pershore. Further upstream, however, the 

navigability ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊ ƛǎ ŘŜōŀǘŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ WƻƴŜǎΣ ŎƛǘƛƴƎ wƛŎƘŀǊŘ ŘŜ .ŜŀǳŎƘŀƳǇΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭ ǘƻ ƳƻŘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ 

river at Warwick to allow larger vessels to pass in the 15th century, errs on the side of caution, listing 

only the Lower Avon (below Evesham and) as navigable before the 17th century (2000, pp. 68ς69). 
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The topographical situation of early medieval sites incorporated analysis of the aspect, the general 

landscape setting (valley bottom, slope, ridge/hill top), the position on a slope (base, lower, middle, 

upper, crest), a description of slope on site (flat, gentle, steep), riverside and ford-side locations, 

liability of flooding, geology and land use at each site. 

Finally, all dates used within this thesis, unless otherwise stated, are given as Anno Domini (A.D.). 

 

2.3.2 Data Acquisition 

Various sources were consulted to create the datasets, including both published and unpublished 

material. Different methodologies were employed to create the two datasets reflecting the individual 

purposes of the data: the first dataset, the early medieval sites, formed the focus of the research whilst 

the second, the landscape, contextualised and allowed more detailed analyses of the former. Historic 

Environment Records (HER) were used in both datasets whilst the Excavation Index (EI) and the 

Archaeological Investigations Project (AIP) were used in the first and the National Mapping Programme 

(NMP), PAS, and topographical data were used in the second.  

The early medieval dataset focussed on the distribution and characteristics of archaeological sites 

dating to the 5th to mid-7th centuries across the Avon Valley. As such, the dataset was primarily 

ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ Řŀǘŀ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ƻǳǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

level of a particular archaeological event.15 The distinction between these two types of record is best 

illustrated by an example:  an archaeological investigation commissioned during the laying of a pipeline 

might consist of three excavations and 35 watching briefs, but might uncover just two sites. This 

research is concerned with those two sites and not the 38 events that located them. Due to this, it was 

appropriate to use the local HERs as the main data source as these represent the most complete 

inventories of sites. To make this survey more robust, the data provided by the HERs were cross-

referenced with event based databases: the EI and the AIP. 

                                                             
15 !ƴ ΨŜǾŜƴǘΩ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀƴȅ ŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛon conducted, e.g. an excavation, watching brief, or fieldwalking survey on a discrete 
piece of land and consisting of only one type of technique (Evans, 2013, p. 21).  
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Through the source information detailed in the HER reports it was possible to further investigate the 

identified sites. This included consultation of the regional archaeological journals ς West Midlands 

Archaeology, Transactions of the Birmingham and Warwickshire Archaeological Society, Transactions 

of the Bristol and Gloucestershire Archaeological Society, Northamptonshire Archaeology, Transactions 

of the Leicestershire Archaeological and Historical Society, and Oxoniensia ς along with published site 

reports, e.g. Wasperton (Carver et al., 2009) and Beckford (Evison and Hill, 1996), and regional and 

national surveys, e.g. Gazetteer of Early Anglo-Saxon Burial Sites (Meaney, 1964). 

This research methodology identified 58 early medieval sites within the Avon Valley (Figure 2.1). These 

comprise of 48 sites which contain burials and 14 sites with settlement features or non-burial activity. 

The dataset (presented as a gazetteer in Catalogue 1), therefore, represents the most comprehensive 

inventory of the early medieval Avon Valley so far assembled. It aims to engage researchers with the 

archaeology of this often overlooked region; to facilitate further work in the valley; and to contribute 

to wider discourse on the 5th to 7th centuries in Britain and in Western Europe. 

 

Figure 2. 1. The early medieval sites of the Avon Valley included within this thesis 
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Moving on to the second dataset, the landscape, the HERs were again used as the main source of data. 

Unlike the early medieval sites, however, given the time constraints of the project and the nature of 

the research questions, a less detailed level of information was required. Monument level recording 

and accessibility are once again reasons why the HERs were used along with the additional advantage 

of the incorporation of NMP data in some parts of the Avon Valley. The NMP records all archaeological 

sites and landscapes identified in aerial photographs from the Neolithic to the 20th century. The Avon 

Valley study area was subject to the projects in South-East Warwickshire and the Cotswolds and in 

Northamptonshire along with a review of an existing survey of aerial photographs taken as part of the 

Aggregates Levy Sustainability Fund (Priest and Dickson, 2013). Combined, these projects cover the 

south east part of the survey area, but leave the majority of the valley, as yet, unsurveyed (Figure 2.2). 

The results of the NMP, which have been recorded on the HERs in the Avon Valley, were included 

within the dataset.  

 

 

Figure 2. 2. Areas of the Avon Valley where aerial photographs have been reviewed and transcribed as part of the NMPs and 
ALSF schemes 
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In addition to HER data, evidence of extant sites recorded in reports of early medieval sites was also 

included. The quality of this information varies, with some features securely identified and located, as 

at Wasperton, and others inferred from place-ƴŀƳŜǎ ό[ƻǿŜǊ CŀǊƳΣ .ƛǎƘƻǇΩǎ /ƭŜŜǾŜύ ƻǊ ǎƛǘŜ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜǎ 

suggestive of an existing structure (Beckford A & B). The reliability of each identified extant site was, 

therefore, considered in any discussion of an apparent relationship between said site and any early 

medieval sites. 

Data from the PAS formed part of the analysis of the landscape surrounding early medieval sites along 

with providing supporting evidence for the use of routeways. The PAS is opening up exciting 

opportunities across the UK, not least in the Avon valley (Bolton, 2010)Φ CƛƴŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ ΨwƻƳŀƴΩ 

ŀƴŘ ΨŜŀǊƭȅ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭΩ ǇŜǊƛƻŘǎ ŀǊŜ ǇƭŜƴǘƛŦǳƭ ς in the county of Warwickshire alone, there are 507 finds 

dated to between 350 and 800 A.D. 

It is, however, well known that there are weaknesses inherent in the database that must be 

acknowledged if they are to be mitigated (Naylor, 2013, p. 52; Robbins, 2013). Despite weaknesses, 

recent work in the Avon valley, by Bolton (2010) and by Naylor and Richards (2010), has advanced our 

understanding of how the landscape was used in the Iron Age and the Anglo-Saxon period, 

respectively. The methodology used here, which used data from the PAS with that from the HERs, has 

ōŜŜƴ ǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ōȅ .ǊƛƴŘƭŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ wƻƳŀƴ ǊǳǊŀƭ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ²ƛƭǘǎƘƛǊŜ (2010). His PAS 

ΨƘƻǘǎǇƻǘǎΩΣ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜd from a calculated background density of Roman finds, coincided with areas that 

had undergone intensive metal-detector activity, and may, therefore, be a result of recovery rather 

than new sites (Brindle, 2010). This cross-analysis helps to prevent the identification of patterns 

created solely by recovery biases rather than genuine archaeological patterns. 

The final aspect of the landscape dataset concerns the topography of the Avon Valley. Information 

regarding elevation, aspect, slope, and the position of watercourses was derived from the Land-Form 
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PROFILE Digital Terrain Model (DTM), a 1:10,000 scale mapping dataset.16 This spatial dataset was 

utilised within ArcGIS 10.1, a Geographic Information System. The decision was made not to use the 

position of watercourses shown on modern maps as this has been affected not only by natural 

processes of erosion, but also by human intervention, such as weirs and canalization. Instead, the 

watercourses used were mapped within ArcGIS using a tool which extrapolated the path of the 

watercourse from the shape of the landscape.17 

NATMAP data was also added to the DTM to facilitate analysis of soil distributions. NATMAP Vector is 

a 1:250,000 scale map showing the different soil associations within England and Wales.18 Importantly 

for this research, each soil association includes a description of the crop and land use it can support. 

Thus, this dataset allowed the mapping of modern agricultural regimes within the Avon Valley. 

Once all extant sites, Roman roads, main rivers, and the topographical situation at each early medieval 

site had been identified, information on each was recorded within two Excel databases. Firstly, the 

extant sites database records the HER number/name, spatial coordinates, site type, period, and 

additional notes (Catalogue 2). In total, 273 sites were identified ς 199 monuments and 74 Roman 

occupation sites. The monuments included: 111 barrows, 9 cursus monuments, 6 henge monuments, 

20 hill forts, 4 stone circles/standing stones, 5 Roman forts, 3 Roman temples, and 41 Roman villas (see 

Figure 4.10. Divided into chronological periods, there were 149 prehistoric sites and 50 Roman sites. 

Second, the topographical database records the aspect, position on slope, and surrounding landscape 

of each early medieval site in the Avon Valley (Catalogue 4). 

2.3.3 Data Preparation and Digitising the Landscape 

Analysis within a GIS was deemed the most appropriate way to explore landscape use and to 

characterise various practices across a wide survey area and between a number of sites. Firstly, spatial 

                                                             
16 Land-Form PROFILE DTM with scale 1:10,000. © Crown copyright/database right 2014. Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. This 

DTM has a cell size of 10 metres and horizontal precision of 0.1 metres. 
17 In places the modelled course of the River Avon did take a different route to that shown on modern maps. This was likely due to 
modifications to the course of the river and the effect of locks and weirs constructed in the Industrial and Modern periods. However, the 
ŎƻƛƴŎƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŜƭƭŜŘ ǊƛǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊŘǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ I9wǎΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ 5ƻŘŘŀΩǎ CƻǊŘ ōŜƭƻǿ Iŀǘǘƻƴ wock, 
suggested that the modelled river provided a solid representation of the course of the River Avon for this research. 
18 http://www.landis.org.uk/data/nmvector.cfm  
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analysis within a GIS allows the teasing out of patterns of correlation that traditional mapping alone 

cannot. Second, the strength of any observed patterns can be tested to ensure that they are not merely 

a product of chance. Thirdly, a GIS enables the clear presentation of any identified patterns, facilitating 

discussion and interpretation. To use spatial analysis within a GIS it was necessary to first digitise the 

location of early medieval sites and landscape features and then to map, where possible, the extent of 

the early medieval sites. These digitised sites assisted in the characterisation of Avon Valley practices, 

such as the size of cemeteries and halls. It is the distribution of these characteristics that determine 

whether any patterns were discernible within the valley. Secondly, once digitised, it was possible to 

more accurately investigate the relationship between sites and the landscape. Sites are not points on 

the ground, which is what an uncritical use of the HER and AIP spatial data would create. They are 

complex and varied, stretching along riverbanks, overlying different soils, and positioned deliberately 

to create relationships with significant landscape features; these details of a site would be lost if they 

were reduced to a single, one-dimensional point. 

To digitise early medieval sites the location first had to be mapped using the recorded grid reference. 

To this was added any information regarding the size and shape of the site included in the site report. 

In the case of the halls at Hatton Rock, and Long Itchington it was also possible to propose height 

information. This information was essential for the purposes of this research as the size of a site affects 

its proximity to other landscape features, its visibility, and the soil associations present. A common 

problem with establishing the extent of a site is methodological ς many sites were not excavated in 

their entirety and extents were either not established or were projections, as at Beckford A (Evison 

and Hill, 1996). Extents, therefore, were not possible to plot for all sites within the database. 

Fortunately, they were available for the more intensively excavated/researched and major sites within 

the region. To those sites where the extent could not be established an arbitrary buffer with a diameter 

of two metres was added to the single coordinate point. This was to remove some of the bias created 

by sites which could be digitised to their full extent and which were, therefore, much larger than those 

that could not. Whilst two metres is an arbitrary number, the sites it was applied to were mostly 
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individual or small groups of burials and two metres was thought to be an acceptable size for these 

sites. The exceptions to this were the cemeteries at Rollright, Longbridge Park, and Emscote which 

would have been larger. However, with no information regarding the dimensions of the cemetery 

recorded in their reports, they were also assigned the two metre buffer for reasons of consistency. 

Modelling the height of a structure was more difficult and less accurate as original height is rarely 

deducible from archaeological remains. To model the height of the southerly hall at Hatton Rock, the 

footprint of the building, as seen on aerial photographs, and a wall height of four metres was used. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀƭƭ ƘŜƛƎƘǘ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ƭŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǳǘǘƻƴ Iƻƻ ŎŀǳƭŘǊƻƴΩǎ ǎǳǎǇŜƴǎƛƻƴ 

chain (Wilson, 1976, p. 96).19 To these walls were added roofs with three different pitches creating 

halls that stood seven, nine, and twelve metres tall. It was thought that, in reality, a building with four 

metre high walls and an eight metre high roof was unlikely and so it was dismissed from further 

analysis. To decide which of the two shorter halls should be used in analysis, the buildings were 

modelled in ArcGIS using an offset DTM to create a three dimensional rendering. It was then possible 

to test how sensitive the visibility of the hall was using the different heights. This showed that there 

was very little difference between the visibility of a hall that stood seven metres tall and a hall that 

stood nine metres tall. As such, for the purpose of this analysis, the nine metre tall hall was used. 

Rivers were also modelled within ArcGIS in an attempt to remove changes to their courses created by 

post-medieval and modern interventions. Elevation data contained within the DTM for the Avon Valley 

was used to calculate surface run-off.20 Through the calculation of flow direction and flow 

accumulation, stream channels could were identified. The threshold for the value of the flow 

accumulation was then increased so that only major rivers were displayed. This produced a network 

to which stream orders could be added using the values of the flow direction already calculated. These 

orders divided the rivers into their upper, middle, and lower courses. As rivers flow downstream, 

                                                             
19 The suspension chain, the cauldron, and the ground clearance over a hearth gave a minimum height for the supporting cross-beam of 
between 4 ς 4.3 meters. This would put the walls at a similar height. 
20 An overview of the Hydrology toolbox can be found here: 

http://resources.arcgis.com/en/help/main/10.2/index.html#//009z0000004w000000  
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through each course, their size increases; it was, therefore, possible to add a buffer21 to each course 

of the river to reflect the general increase in the width of the river as it flows towards its mouth. This 

is a simplified methodology and does not take into account any nuances in the profiles of individual 

rivers, but, short of measuring the width of each river at regular intervals, this is the most accurate 

representation of the rivers of the Avon Valley that could be achieved within the scope of this research. 

A similar methodology was used to more accurately digitise the Roman roads. Using spatial data 

provided by the HERs, the width of the roads was added using information recorded by Margary (1967). 

Margary recorded the agger at various points where it was still observable and where it had been 

established during investigations. For the Avon Valley, he noted the following widths: Fosse Way ς 27-

40 feet, Watling Street ς 24-33 feet, Ryknield Street ς 20-30 feet, The Saltway ς 21-24 feet (1967, pp. 

150ς288). The smaller road near Marlcliff was recorded at South Littleton as having a width of 10 feet 

(Margary, 1967, p. 288). With this information, the main and minor Roman roads in the Avon Valley 

were assigned a buffer of 30 feet (9.144 metres) and 10 feet (3.048 metres), respectively. 

2.3.4 Chronologies 

Only those sites belonging to the 5th to mid-7th centuries were included within this research; therefore, 

it was essential that the date of each potential site was scrutinised and reassessed in light of recent 

research. In the case of Hatton Rock, for example, the hall complex was originally thought to have been 

of an 8th or 9th-century date due to a single radiocarbon date obtained from a piece of charcoal slag in 

the 1970s (Hirst and Rahtz, 1973, p. 169). More recently, however, investigations of similar sites 

suggest that the form and layout of these complexes were typical of the later 6th and 7th centuries.22 

This is a limitation of the sources used within this research ς they are frequently not updated when 

new evidence is brought to light which affects their interpretation. Furthermore, a number of sites 

                                                             
21 Details on how to use the Buffer tool can be found here: 

http://resources.arcgis.com/en/help/main/10.2/index.html#/Buffer/000800000019000000/ 
22 See discussion in Chapter 8.3 
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ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ΨŜŀǊƭȅ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭΩ ƻǊ Ψрth to 7th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΩΣ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘƛŘ 

the nuances of this period and which prevented detailed analysis within this research. 

For those sites which could only be dated broadly to the early medieval period, their finds assemblages 

were reanalysed using national brooch typologies developed by Åberg (1926), Leeds (1945, pp. 1ς105), 

Dickinson (1993, pp. 11ς44, 1979, pp. 39ς80), Hines (1997), Bayliss et al. (2013), and Martin (2015). 

This created a basic chronology of the main brooch types present in the Avon Valley (Table 2.4) which 

could be offset against my own corpus of well-stratified brooches from graves within the study area 

(Table 2.5).  

 

 

Table 2. 4. National Brooch Typologies 
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Table 2. 5. Avon Valley Brooch Typologies 

 

These Avon Valley brooches have been dated by their association with other grave goods, their 

position within the cemetery sequence, and their own typological classification. Brooches from 

Wasperton (Carver et al., 2009), Stretton-on-Fosse (Ford, 2003), Beckford A and B (Evison and Hill, 

1996), and Broadway (Cook, 1958) were used. The combined chronologies allowed the re-assessment 

of both burials which include brooches and single finds. 

In general, patterns observed followed the national brooch typologies although there were some 

delays where new brooch types took time to enter the burial record in this westerly region. The earliest 

examples of disc and saucer brooches, for example, were not represented and only one example of 

)ōŜǊƎΩǎ DǊƻǳǇ мΦм ŎǊǳŎƛŦƻǊƳ ōǊƻƻŎƘŜǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŦƻǳƴŘ ς in the parish of Churchover (1926, p. 35).23 

Disc and saucer brooches, where present, may indicate a date as early as the late 5th century, whereas 

cruciform and small-long brooch types seem to date most frequently to post 500 A.D. The results of 

this reanalysis are summarised in Table 2.6. 

                                                             
23 Martin categorised this brooch in his subgroup 1.2.1, leaving the subgroup 1.1 absent from the valley (2015, p. 244). 
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Table 2. 6. Reassessed dates of Avon Valley sites. 

It is acknowledged that using brooches alone to date sites is over simplistic. It was not possible, 

however, to use weapon typologies as details of shield boss and spear head types were rarely recorded 

amongst the older and smaller sites within the Avon valley. New dates derived from these brooches 

were used only to narrow date spans for these sites and were not taken as definitive. The Avon valley 

sites would benefit from close dating analysis ς using both radiocarbon dating and by creating regional 

typologies for the major artefact types ς it is proposed that this could form the basis of future work. 
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2.3.5 Limitations 

No claim is made that this is a definitive dataset of all 5th to mid-7th-century sites in the Avon Valley; 

however, it is hoped that the methodology employed has identified all those sites where a report has 

been written (published or unpublished) and all sites which fit the criteria used here. Within this 

dataset of sites the main limitation is a strong bias towards burial sites. Only 14 sites with evidence for 

non-burial activity have been identified and interpretations regarding the living population must 

acknowledge this. 

Further limitations exist within the second dataset, the landscape. Firstly, the HER online summary 

reports on Heritage Gateway were used rather than requested full reports from the local HERs. It is 

acknowledged that this will incorporate a weakness into this dataset, but it is thought that the data is 

sufficient to afford analysis of the landscape in which the early medieval sites were set. Secondly, 

despite the problems associated with using a single coordinate to represent a whole site, the HER 

coordinate was used to map the location of extant sites. It was additionally thought to be misleading 

to add an arbitrary buffer, as was done with early medieval sites where the extent was unknown, given 

the diversity of site types represented. For example, the extent of a Bronze Age round barrow would 

be significantly different to that of a Roman small town. Whilst using the HER coordinate introduces a 

weakness to any subsequent analysis, it was hoped that, given that the digitisation of the precise limits 

of extant sites would reduce the distance between them and the early medieval sites of the Avon 

Valley, any patterns observed would still exist if more accurate representations of extant sites were 

used. Thirdly, NMP data is biased towards those parts of the valley which were surveyed by the project 

ς the southeast. A further problem associated with NMP data was the problem of dating. Sites 

identified purely through this programme can only be assigned tentative dates through the 

morphology of visible features. This is both imprecise and possibly misleading as some site types can 

belong to more than one period ς round barrows, for example. In light of this, information was drawn 

from the early medieval site reports, where possible, to assess the dates offered by the NMP and the 

HERs.  
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In addition, the NATMAP data used to characterise soil and agricultural regimes uses modern data and 

its use within the early medieval period has limited applications. For example, more sophisticated 

modern farming techniques allow for winter crops in areas that would have been unsuitable in the 

early medieval period (Mark Robinson pers. comm. Jul 2015). Additionally, NATMAP plots land use 

which can, hypothetically, be supported by the soils present, it makes no account for human 

preference. It is, therefore, the optimum land use and not necessarily representative of actual 

agricultural regimes in the early medieval period. However, without environmental sampling at each 

of the Avon Valley sites, it was thought that this dataset provides the only opportunity to analyse 

agricultural regimes at and around sites. 

Finally, for a number of reasons, it was necessary to use Roman roads in analysis rather than possible 

early medieval roads. Firstly, the identification and mapping of early medieval roads is a challenging 

endeavour (Hooke, 1976, p. 212; Pelteret, 1985, p. 162; Taylor, 1979, p. 85). Despite the difficulties, 

using historical sources, Hooke (1981, 1976) and Pelteret (1985) attempted to map roads through 

references in charter boundary clauses, place-names which included references to roads, and early 

estate boundaries which followed noticeably linear routes. In the Avon Valley, Hooke identified a 

number of possible early medieval routes; these were the stræts, the wegs, and the pæths described 

in charters (1976). These possible routes, however, necessarily depend on 8th to 11th-century charters 

for their identification and were deemed, for the purposes of this study, to be of limited use. Secondly, 

the routes identified by Hooke were frequently found to follow the main Roman roads that span the 

Avon Valley ς the Fosse Way, Watling Street, Ryknield Street,24 and the saltways of Droitwich (1976). 

It is, therefore, possible to suggest that the Roman roads in existence in the 4th century and visible, if 

not in use, in the 8th to 11th century, were used as routeways in the intervening 5th to 7th centuries.  

Using historical accounts, Higham for Northumbria (1993, p. 122) and Bishop across the rest of England 

(2014, pp. 71ς74) have observed a close relationship between major Roman roads and the sites of 

                                                             
24 Ryknield Street ǿŀǎ ŦƻǊƳŜǊƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ .ǳŎƪƭŜ {ǘǊŜŜǘΣ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ψ.ǳƎƎƛƭŘŜ ǎǘǊŜǘΩΣ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ уth-century charter (Smith, 

1965, p. 16). See also Plates 10 & 11 for the Fosse Way and Ryknield Street. 
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early medieval battles. Bishop argued that this pattern reflects continued use of the Roman road 

network at not just the local, but the inter-regional scale (2014, pp. 71ς74). Archaeological evidence 

for the use of these roads into the 5th century has recently been suggested by the find of a coin during 

excavations at the Romano-British small town of Dorchester upon Thames. The coin of the House of 

Theodosius, dating to AD 388 ς 402, was found beneath the last in a sequence of road surfaces and 

implies that the major road that passes through the town from Silchester to Alchester was maintained 

at least into the 5th century.25 This appears to be supported by evidence from the PAS which records 

concentrations of early medieval metal finds along the courses of these larger, regional roads in the 

Avon Valley (Figure 2.3).26  

 

Figure 2. 3. The distribution of early medieval finds recorded on the PAS (May 2015) 

                                                             
25 This coin is yet to be published but was excavated during the Discovering Dorchester Project in July 2014 
http://discoveringdorchester.blogspot.co.uk/ (Paul Booth pers. comm. Jul 2014). 
26 For further information on the limitations of PAS data, see (Robbins, 2013) 
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Thus, given the uncertain projection of identified early medieval roads back into the 5th to 7th centuries, 

Roman roads which were likely to have remained visible in the landscape were used instead. This does 

mean that smaller, local roads were overlooked by this research. It is thought, however, that for the 

purpose of assessing landscape use, the larger, regional roads represented a greater opportunity for 

the communities of the 5th to 7th century to consolidate their influence and express their identity. This 

might have been achieved through the control of movement along these roads or the expression of 

authority and identity at these highly visible parts of the landscape (Reynolds and Langlands, 2011, p. 

413).
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Chapter 3. Characterising the Avon Valley in the 5th to mid-7th 

Centuries: The Burial Evidence. 
 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter explores the distribution of various burial practices across the Avon Valley and examines 

whether any distinct zones can be distinguished. The burial practices selected for analysis here were: 

the ratio of inhumation to cremation burials; the orientation of inhumation burials; the presence of 

charcoal-lined inhumation burials; the relative frequency of weapon burials; and the distribution of 

dress accessory types.  The rationale behind the selection of these practices is described in Chapter 

2.2.1. 

In total, there were 48 sites in the Avon Valley which have evidence of funerary activity dating to 

between the 5th and mid-7th centuries (Figure 3.1). Due to the antiquity of some investigations, 

however, and the incomplete and variable quality of others, only nine cemeteries and four other burial 

sites ς three single burials and one site with two isolated burials ς have been sufficiently well excavated 

and recorded to be used in a detailed analysis of burial practices. The reports on these 13 sites 

contained in-depth information on a wide range of aspects of burial and, key to the study of the rite 

as a whole, did not confine reporting to grave goods alone (Lucy, 2002, pp. 77ς86).  As the majority of 

the burials from these 13 sites were found in the nine cemeteries, these formed the focus of this 

analysis. These cemeteries comprise approximately 755 inhumations and 228 cremations (Table 3.1).  
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Figure 3. 1 Early Medieval Sites with burial activity in the Avon Valley. Main Cemeteries: 1) Lower FaǊƳΣ .ƛǎƘƻǇΨǎ /ƭŜŜǾŜΤ нύ 
Beckford A; 3) Beckford B; 4) Bidford-on-Avon; 5) Broadway; 6) Blockley; 7) Alveston Manor; 8) Stretton-on-Fosse; 9) 

Wasperton. 

  

 

 

Table 3. 1 Number of burials at the well-recorded cemeteries of the Avon Valley (arranged alphabetically). 
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From east to west these cemeteries are: Wasperton, Stretton-on-Fosse, Alveston Manor, Blockley, 

Broadway, Bidford-on-!ǾƻƴΣ .ŜŎƪŦƻǊŘ !Σ .ŜŎƪŦƻǊŘ .Σ ŀƴŘ [ƻǿŜǊ CŀǊƳΣ .ƛǎƘƻǇΩǎ /ƭŜŜǾŜΦ {ǳƳƳŀǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ 

these cemeteries and the four other burial sites ς Billesley, Aston Cantlow, Walton Cardiff, and Bank 

Farm, Dumbleton ς can be found in Catalogue 1. It was recognised that 13 sites were too few for 

meaningful analysis, therefore, the remaining 35 burial sites were brought into discussion wherever 

there was sufficient detail included within their reports.  

3.2 Results 

3.2.1 Ratio of Inhumation to Cremation Burials 

The 5th to mid-7th-century Avon Valley is characterised by a preponderance of inhumation burials and 

a lack of cremation burials, with approximately 980 inhumations compared to 278 cremations 

currently identified across 48 sites.27 Before considering whether the distribution of inhumation and 

cremation burials can indicate the presence of distinct zones, it was necessary to examine whether 

differences in distribution were, instead, the result of date. Most of the burials in the Avon Valley date 

to the 6th century, a time when cremation burial was in decline (Scull, 2013, pp. 524ς526) and it 

remains possible that the limited distribution of these burials is a reflection of their date. However, 

across England, cremation burial does continue throughout the 6th century, albeit with reduced 

frequency (Scull, 2013, pp. 524ς526; Williams, 2002, pp. 60ς62). It seems, therefore, that the date of 

                                                             
27 If Milcote Hall has been correctly dated to the early medieval period we can add a further 400+ inhumations to this figure. However, the 

date of this site was solely derived from the possible presence of weapons with two of the skeletons (Wellstood, 1923). One of these 
ΨǿŜŀǇƻƴǎΩ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŜǘŀƭ ōŀǊΣ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ōƭŀŘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƻŘΣ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ŎƭǳōΦ ¢ƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǇǊeservation was 
not sufficient to reassess these interpretations and I do not believe there is enough evidence to suggest that these artefacts are weapons, 
let alone that they are early medieval in date.  
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the burials in the Avon Valley should not necessarily preclude the inclusion of cremations and that 

their scarcity in this valley is likely to be the result of another factor. 

On current evidence, a progression from cremation to inhumation burial is not clearly demonstrable 

within the Avon Valley. The 23 cremations found at Wasperton were inserted into an existing cemetery 

in the late 5th century and form a spatially distinct group which may even have been fenced off from 

the surrounding inhumations (Carver et al., 2009, p. 135). At Alveston Manor, the 38 cremations 

identified also do not belong to the earliest phases of the cemetery, instead they date to the mid-late 

6th century, coinciding with the height of the inhumation practice on the site (Ford, unpub.). In 

contrast, a different picture is presented at Bidford-on-Avon and one which allies more closely with 

the theory that there was progression from cremation to inhumation burials: Wellstood has argued 

that the fragmentary nature of the cremation urns is evidence that they pre-date the main phase of 

inhumation at this cemetery (cited in Humphries et al., 1922, p. 97). However, putting aside the 

methodological difficulties associated with this deduction, this would date the Bidford-on-Avon 

cremations to before the late 5th century and make them the earliest Anglo-Saxon style burials in the 

valley. Given the westerly position of Bidford-on-Avon, this seems unlikely. On balance, it appears 

more probable that the 120 cremations at Bidford-on-Avon, as at Wasperton and Alveston Manor, 

belong to a later period and were contemporary with the inhumation burials; their poor state of 

preservation is perhaps the result of disturbance by later 6th or 7th-century inhumations rather than 

late 5th-century burials. To summarise, what these admittedly few sites imply is that cremation and 

inhumation were contemporary practices in the Avon Valley during the 5th and 6th centuries. Their 

distribution within thŜ ǾŀƭƭŜȅ ǿŀǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǳƴƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŀ ǎƛǘŜΩǎ ŘŀǘŜ ƻǊΣ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎΣ 

ǘƘŜ ŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀȅ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛǇΣ ƻǊ 

perceived membership, to the burial traditions and the socio-political groups where the cremation rite 

was predominant ς eastern England (Scull, 2013, p. 525). 



69 
 

With this in mind, the spatial distribution of cremation and inhumation burials in the Avon Valley was 

analysed. The geography of the study area, which is broadly oriented east to west, dictated the 

ordering of the data. Amongst the nine well-recorded cemeteries it was possible to discern a pattern 

in their distribution: west of Bidford-on-Avon there were only 4 cremations recorded whilst at Bidford-

on-Avon and to its east there were 224 (Figure 3.2).  

 

Figure 3. 2 Percentage of inhumation and cremation burials at the well-recorded cemeteries 

 

This pattern continued to be apparent when information from the less well understood sites was 

considered. Cremations were reported at the possible mixed cemeteries of Welton (Hodgson, 1956; 

Meaney, 1964, p. 196), Churchover (Meaney, 1964, p. 259) and Marton (Bloxam, 1875, p. 37), the 

mixed cemetery at Baginton (Ford, 1996, p. 70; Meaney, 1964, p. 257), and the possible double 

cremation burial in a barrow at Long Itchington (Hooke, 1999, p. 112; Meaney, 1964, p. 217). All of 

these sites lie to the east of Wasperton. From this limited evidence it was possible to define an area 

where cremations occurred and where they did not (Figure 3.3). Perhaps unsurprisingly, the area in 
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which they did occur was in the eastern and central part of the valley, the part closest to the core of 

the cremation rite in the east of England. 

 

Figure 3. 3. Distribution of Inhumation and Cremation burials across the Avon Valley 

 

A further observation can be made with regards to the distribution of cremations: two of the main 

cemeteries which fall within the area identified as the cremation zone did not contain any cremations 

ς Stretton-on-Fosse and Broadway. These were not the only sites without cremations in this zone, but 

they were the only well-recorded cemeteries. The lack of cremations at these two sites is mentioned 

here as subsequent evidence, presented below, also highlights the presence of different practices in 

this southern part of the valley. Two scenarios are suggested to explain this absence of cremations. 

First, Stretton-on-Fosse and Broadway lie on the Cotswold Escarpment which represents the southern 

limit of the Avon Valley; this area is topographically different to the rest of the valley and is marked by 

the route of the Fosse Way. The different practices evident at these sites may be suggestive of a 
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ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘΣ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƛǘǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΣ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨCƻǎǎŜ ²ŀȅ 

9ƴǾƛǊƻƴǎΩΦ {ŜŎƻƴŘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎƛǘŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ Avon 

Valley influenced the practices present at sites. If the inclusion of cremations was reserved for 

ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΣ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǇƭŀŎŜǎΩ28 described by Sayer (2014, pp. 95ς99), 

then the lack of cremations at Stretton and Broadway may just reflect their lower status. If a hierarchy 

did exist which affected the presence of cremations then a difference can still be discerned across the 

valley: to the east of Wasperton sites of various sizes included cremations; in the centre of the valley, 

between Wasperton and Bidford-on-Avon, only the major cemeteries included cremations; and to the 

west of Bidford-on-Avon, cremations were almost entirely absent. These scenarios will be returned to 

using further evidence below. 

3.2.2 Orientation of Inhumation Burials 

As with the distribution of cremation burials, chronological developments provided an unsatisfactory 

explanation for the variation between the predominant orientation of inhumations at the sites across 

the Avon Valley. At the contemporary sites of Alveston Manor and Stretton-on-CƻǎǎŜΣ CƻǊŘΩǎ 

chronology of the burial sequence29 showed that there was no progression from one orientation to 

the other over time; instead, inhumations favouring the north-south axis and those favouring the west-

east axis were contemporary (Ford, 2003, 1996, unpub.). Another explanation, therefore, must be 

sought. The late 4th-century burials at Stretton-on-Fosse were oriented west-east (Ford, 2003, p. 101) 

whilst the contemporary burials at Wasperton were predominantly north-south (Carver et al., 2009, p. 

135). At both of these sites, therefore, the dominant orientations in the 5th and 6th century followed 

                                                             
28 {ŀȅŜǊΩǎ ΨŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǇƭŀŎŜǎΩ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƻǊ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ƭŀǊƎŜ сth-century cemeteries found spread out within each regional territory and 
surrounded by smaller cemeteries. These larger cemeteries appear to have served as a meeting place and commemorative space for more 
than one community (2014, p. 95). 
29 CƻǊŘΩǎ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘ ǘȅǇƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΣ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊ ƎǊŀǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ (Ford, 2003, 
1996, unpub.) See discussion of this dating method in the analysis of the weapon burial rite in Chapter 10.4.1.2 
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the precedent set by the late Roman burials. Consequently, it is possible that it was local tradition 

which dictated the orientation of burials in the early medieval Avon Valley. 

Whilst showing variability, Figure 3.4 suggests that there was some correlation between the most 

common orientation of inhumation at a site and position within the valley. The cemeteries of 

Wasperton, Alveston Manor, and Bidford-on-Avon form a core of mixed orientations within an area of 

west-east/east-west burials. In contrast, those cemeteries in the extreme south-west of the valley ς 

ǘƘŜ .ŜŎƪŦƻǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ [ƻǿŜǊ CŀǊƳΣ .ƛǎƘƻǇΩǎ /ƭŜŜǾŜ ς were dominated by inhumations with north-

south/south-north orientations. The quality of recording to the east of Wasperton is not as detailed as 

elsewhere and only two reports contain information on orientation ς Mount Pleasant and Blacklow 

Hill. These two sites were not enough to draw conclusions about common practices in this part of the 

valley, but it is worth noting that at both sites burials were oriented west-east. 
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Figure 3. 4 Distribution of the dominant orientation of inhumations at each early medieval burial site 
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3.2.3 Charcoal-Lined Inhumation Burials 

Charcoal-lined inhumations were found in five of the nine well-recorded Avon Valley cemeteries, 

representing 40 inhumations (Table 3.2). In addition, further examples may have been identified at 

two of the cemeteries recorded in the 19th century ς Kineton and Lighthorne (Figure 3.5). 

 

Table 3. 2 The well-recorded cemeteries which contain charcoal-lined inhumations. * Percentage is underestimated due to 
lack of detail in the Wellstood reports (Humphries et al .1922 & 1923). This number, therefore, represents an absolute 

minimum. 

 

 

Figure 3. 5. Distribution of Charcoal-lined inhumation burials across the Avon Valley 
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At Stretton-on-Fosse, Ford argued that the practice may have developed from a Romano-British 

tradition and drew parallels with the Romano-British barrow burial at Knobbs Crook, Dorset (2003, p. 

103). However, within the Avon Valley, and as his own report conceded (Ford, 2003, p. 103), this is not 

a burial practice known from late Roman burials. The two Romano-British cemeteries, sites 2 and 10, 

from Stretton-on-Fosse contain no evidence of charcoal deliberately included within the inhumations 

(Ford, 2003, pp. 4ς20). Similarly, at Wasperton none of the late Roman inhumations contain charcoal 

(Carver et al., 2009). Although the burials in the late Roman cemetery at Tripontium were not well-

recorded, a few burials were discussed in detail and no report of charcoal was made (Cameron and 

Lucas, 1966, pp. 138ς144). At Tiddington and Alcester the late Roman burials are also poorly 

understood and it is possible that the practice of including charcoal in burials did exist, but again no 

mention of it was made in the reports (Booth, 1994, p. 8; Hughes, 1962; Palmer, 1981, pp. 17ς22). 

CƻǊŘΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ Ƙŀǎ ƛǘǎ Ǌƻƻǘ ƛƴ ƭŀǘŜ wƻƳŀƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ 

unsubstantiated by the evidence in the Avon Valley. 

Ford also suggested that this practiŎŜ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ aŜǊƻǾƛƴƎƛŀƴ ǊƻƻǘΤ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ aŜŀƴŜȅΩǎ 

ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ōǳǊƛŀƭǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ΨƘŀƭŦ ŎǊŜƳŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ Ŧƭŀǿ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ (1964, pp. 

16ς17). Instead of a focus of these burials in the south-east, as we might expect if Ford was correct, 

aŜŀƴŜȅΩǎ ŎŀǘŀƭƻƎǳŜ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ōǳǊƛŀƭǎ ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊated in the mid-Anglian, northern West Saxon, 

and Hwiccan areas (Meaney, 1964, pp. 16ς17 and see Figure 10.2 in Chapter 10.4.1.1). The distribution 

of these burials in England and their significance will be considered in Chapter 10.4.1.1 as part of the 

examination of evidence of frontier zone processes in the Avon Valley. 

Returning to the use of this practice within the Avon Valley itself, the half cremation rite was used in 

different ways (Table 3.3).  At Stretton-on-Fosse 21.2% (11 of 52) of the inhumations contained 

significant deposits of charcoal (although Ford stated that all inhumations contained small amounts of 

charcoal (2003, p. 103)). In three of these the deposit was over the head, a further four had 
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concentrations over the pelvis, and three others had deposits over both the skull and pelvis. In one 

grave, 88, the burial was lined with a substantial charcoal deposit. No unfurnished graves contained 

charcoal spreads and grave 88 was described as the wealthiest burial in the cemetery. Additionally, 

only adults were afforded this rite. There was no correlation between sex and position of charcoal and, 

chronologically, the burials spanned the mid-6th century, c.530-580AD, the period of greatest activity 

within the cemetery. This suggests that the charcoal rite might be restricted to a social group within 

the community, one that may have wielded a certain amount of status, included both men and women, 

excluded non-adults, and continued to distinguish itself throughout the life of the cemetery. 

It is probable that the number of charcoal lined burials has been underestimated at Bidford-on-Avon 

and Alveston Manor. Both sites were excavated by Wellstood in the 1920s (Ford, unpub.; Humphries 

et al., 1923, 1922) and whilst his report on the latter site showed no charcoal lined burials, later 

investigations recorded several (Jones, 2010). Despite this, the burials with charcoal at Alveston and 

Bidford-on-Avon showed different members of the community marked out by this rite and, 

consequently, do suggest that Stretton-on-CƻǎǎŜΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŎƻŀƭ ǊƛǘŜ ǿŀs unusual within the valley. The date 

range at Alveston was much more restricted, focussing on the last quarter of the 6th century; included 

an adolescent and an unfurnished grave; and more varied locations for the position of the spread (Ford, 

unpub.). The Bidford-on-Avon burials cannot be dated with the same precision but they also showed 

differences: charcoal was found in many more locations within the grave, a number of unfurnished 

graves were included, and a child had been buried with charcoal (Humphries et al., 1923, 1922). The 

individuals included in this practice at these two sites were, therefore, quite different to those at 

Stretton-on-Fosse. Furthermore, the cemeteries at Wasperton and Lower Farm each contained only 

one burial with significant deposits of charcoal and Beckford A, Beckford B, and Broadway did not 

contain any. The burial rite, therefore, does not appear to be the same across the valley. Stretton-on-

CƻǎǎŜΩǎ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘ ŎƘŀǊŎƻŀƭ ǊƛǘŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘǿƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƛǘŜǎ ς Kineton 

and Lighthorne. 



77 
 

 

Table 3. 3 Charcoal lined inhumations in the Avon Valley 
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The report from 1861 of quarrying at Pittan Hill, Kineton described ten skeletons with weapons lying 

on a black substance. Similarly, works on the brow of a hill near Lighthorne before 1846 located two 

ǎƪŜƭŜǘƻƴǎ ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ƛƴ άǎƻƳŜ ŎǳǊƛƻǳǎ ŘŀǊƪ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜέ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ōǊƻƻŎƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜŀŘǎ 

(Meaney, 1964, p. 217). Although less clearly understood there are similarities with Stretton-on-Fosse. 

Firstly, there is evidence of high social status represented within these burials: Kineton included a 

sword and the burials at Lighthorne were found close to a hanging bowl with escutcheons. Secondly, 

these sites are on high ground and not in a valley. Finally, all three sites are found in the vicinity of the 

Fosse Way. Although these sites might suggest a localized pattern, any interpretation must be 

tentative. Stretton-on-CƻǎǎŜΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŎƻŀƭ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ǊƛǘŜ ǿŀǎ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǳƴǳǎǳŀƭ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ Ƴŀƛƴ 

cemeteries in the valley and similarities might exist between this site and Kineton and Lighthorne, but 

they remain just three sites. However, it is interesting that these sites also cluster along the Fosse Way 

(see Figure 3.5 above). 

3.2.4 Frequency of Weapon Burial 

Analysis of weapon burial frequency showed considerable variability amongst the well-recorded 

cemeteries of the Avon Valley (Table 3.4). The practice ranged from 7.7% of all burials at Lower Farm, 

.ƛǎƘƻǇΩǎ /ƭŜŜǾŜ ǘƻ пл҈ ƻŦ ōǳǊƛŀƭǎ ŀǘ .ƭƻŎƪƭŜȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǾŀǊƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ƛŦ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƭŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ 

was considered. This evidence would suggest that the criteria for burial with weapons varied across 

the Avon Valley. To explore this, the spatial distribution of weapon frequency was analysed (Figure 

3.6). Although Figure 3.6 shows significant difference between sites, it also demonstrated that there 

was no apparent geographic patterning to the data. Once, the landscape of the valley was taken into 

account, however, a slight pattern could be discerned (Figure 3.7). The Cotswold Escarpment runs in a 

north-easterly direction, defining the southern limit of the valley and, when this landscape feature was 

considered, there was a small amount of evidence for an emphasis on weapon burials in its vicinity. 

Stretton-on-Fosse and Blockley both lie in this area and were the sites with the highest proportion of 

weapon burials amongst the maximum male population (66.7% and 80% respectively). Yet again, sites 
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within the Fosse Way Environs, which encompasses this escarpment, showed characteristics not seen 

elsewhere in the valley. 

 

Table 3. 4 Percentage of weapon burials at the well-recorded cemeteries of the Avon Valley. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. 6. Percentage of weapon burials at the well-recorded cemeteries of the Avon Valley, presented in order from east 
to west and from north to south 
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Figure 3. 7. Distribution of weapon burials across the Avon Valley 

 

The frequency of different types of weapon set was analysed to further investigate spatial patterns 

within the Avon Valley but uniformity in the assemblages prevented the observation of trends (Figure 

3.8). Across the valley, the most common combinations were single spears and single spears with a 

single shield. Beckford A was the only exception, with single shields and double spear and shield 

combinations being more common than elsewhere. This evidence from the Avon Valley was in line 

with data from England as a whole (Härke, 1989)Φ IŅǊƪŜΩǎ ǊŜǎŜarch using 54 inhumation and mixed 

cemeteries across England showed that c.44% of weapon set combinations contained single spears 

and c.26% contained single spears and a shield. All other combinations were less than 10% each (Härke, 

1989, p. 52). The Avon Valley fits this pattern, perhaps with a slightly greater emphasis on shields than 

elsewhere. The lack of swords might be indicative of a regional trend but, given the sword 

combinations in Anglian and Saxon (2.9% and 10% respectively) territories calculated by Härke (1989, 
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p. 57)Σ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !Ǿƻƴ ±ŀƭƭŜȅΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ 

distinct practice in the valley. 

 

 

Figure 3. 8. Weapon sets as a percentage of total weapon burials at each of the well-recorded cemeteries 

 

3.2.5 Distribution of Dress Accessory Types 

In total, reports from 29 sites included information which could be used in the analysis of dress 

accessories. However, before exploring the distribution of dress accessory types it was again necessary 

to assess the impact of chronology. Although any conclusions based on chronological analysis must be 

tentative as sites were listed based on when they were founded, not taking into account longevity of 

use, Figure 3.9 does show broad patterns which suggest a shift in sources of material over time. In 

general, the earliest influences were from the Upper Thames Valley, shifting in the late 5th or early 6th 

century towards the east, towards the south again in the latter part of that century, and, finally, 
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swinging further east and to Kent in the 7th century. This same pattern was described by Ford in his 

consideration of the sequence of burial and of grave assemblages at Stretton-on-Fosse and Alveston 

Manor (2003, p. 109, 1996, p. 95). Thus, despite Figure 3.9 being rather crude, its correspondence with 

the evidence from one of the best studied sites in the valley might suggest a certain degree of reality 

reflected in the patterns shown. From this evidence we might infer that the Avon Valley was situated 

on the edge of two major production zones ς ǘƘŜ Ψ!ƴƎƭƛŀƴΩ Ŝŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ Ψ{ŀȄƻƴΩ ¦ǇǇŜǊ ¢ƘŀƳŜǎΦ hǾŜǊ 

time the influences of these areas ebbed and flowed, perhaps demonstrating changing political 

allegiance or investment in the valley. 

 

 

Figure 3. 9. Percentage of dress accessories from each focus of distribution, listed by date of site foundation 

 

With an understanding of how the distribution of material changed over time it was possible to assess 

any spatial patterning. If the sites with only 7th-century material were temporarily disregarded ς 

Marton, Compton Verney, Ragley, Littlehampton, and possibly Upton Snodsbury ς a pattern might be 

observed (Figure 3.10). The burial assemblages east of Wasperton were dominated by dress 
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accessories from East Anglia and the East Midlands whereas those burials to the west contained a 

higher proportion of items from the Upper Thames Valley. The distribution of dress accessory types 

can, therefore, be arranged into an East Midland/East Anglian zone, a Upper Thames zone, and 

ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ŜǾŜƴ ŀ ǘƘƛǊŘ ΨƳƛȄŜŘ ȊƻƴŜΩΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘǿƻ ȊƻƴŜǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǊƻǳƎƘƭȅ Ŝǉǳŀƭ 

parts in the burial assemblages (Figure 3.11). 

 

 

Figure 3. 10 . Percentage of dress accessories from each focus of distribution, listed by position of site 



84 
 

 

Figure 3. 11. Distribution of dominant dress accessory type across the Avon Valley 

3.3 Summary 

This chapter has examined five aspects of the burial ritual in the Avon Valley, the distributions of which 

were not ubiquitous. From the data analysed, distinct zones have begun to emerge: a cremation zone 

and a non-cremation zone; a predominantly north-south oriented inhumation zone and an opposing 

east-west zone; a concentration of charcoal-lined inhumations; an area with a higher frequency of 

weapon burials; and zones where different ratios of dress accessories from the Upper Thames Valley 

or the east of England exist. These zones overlap to create distinct packages of practices characterised 

by different combinations of burial customs and material culture. In the west of the valley, cremations 

are very rare; inhumations in cemeteries are predominantly oriented on the north-south axis; and 

dress accessories from the Upper Thames Valley dominate. In the east of the valley, cremations are 

found in cemeteries of all sizes and may also appear on their own; west-east oriented inhumations are 

most common; and dress accessories from the east of England are more frequent than those from the 

Upper Thames. Between these two areas, in the central Avon Valley, cremations occur but only in the 
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large cemeteries; there is a more even number of west-east and north-south oriented inhumations; 

and, similarly, the ratio of dress accessories from the Upper Thames and east of England is more equal. 

In this part of the valley there appears to have been a coalescence of different peoples and ideas. A 

ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ΨǇŀŎƪŀƎŜΩ Ƴŀȅ possibly be detected in the south of the valley, in the area of the Fosse Way, for 

here there is a concentration of charcoal-lined burials and a higher frequency of weapon burials than 

seen elsewhere in the valley. The emerging pattern from the burial data, therefore, is that distinct 

zones are identifiable within the Avon Valley where people treated their dead in different ways. 

Whether these zones or any others can be detected using evidence of landscape organisation is the 

subject of the following chapter.
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Chapter 4. Characterising the Avon Valley in the 5th to mid-7th 

Centuries: the Landscape Evidence. 
 

4.1 Introduction 

Having considered the distribution of burial practices across the Avon Valley, the focus of analysis now 

turns to patterns of landscape use. Specifically, this chapter seeks to characterise the organisation of 

the landscape during the 5th to mid-7th centuries and to assess whether any distinct patterns can be 

observed. Firstly, the topographical setting of each early medieval site is analysed and mapped. 

Secondly, evidence for direct relationships between extant sites and early medieval sites is considered. 

Thirdly, how the proximity between extant sites and early medieval sites changes is examined across 

the valley. This is followed by analysis of the relationship between early medieval sites and major 

routeways ς Roman roads and main rivers. The chapter concludes with consideration of any patterns 

observed between the 5th and 6th centuries and the 7th century. 

4.2 Site Topography 

Analysis of the topographical setting of each early medieval site in the Avon Valley was severely 

restricted by the type of study area, a river valley; its position in lowland Britain; and the use of modern 

datasets. The first two problems meant that landscape diversity was scant: for example, no upland 

areas are present, there are no steep slopes, and no areas of moorland or scrub. Instead the study area 

is characterised by mostly low lying terrain with gentle slopes and wide river plains. Naturally, there 

are areas of higher ƎǊƻǳƴŘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ŦŜǿ ŀƴŘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŀǊŜ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ !ǾƻƴΩǎ 

watershed. Whilst across the valley the height above Ordnance Datum (OD) ranges between seven 

metres and 330 metres, the average is just 95.8 metres, emphasising the lack of high ground and the 

general gentle nature of the landscape (Figure 4.1). In addition, the focus on one river system created 

a study area oriented towards a single feature, the River Avon. Consequently, the landscape tends to 

follow a strict pattern: higher ground in the east, near the headwaters of the Avon; southerly facing 
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slopes to the north of the Avon and northerly facing slopes to the south; flat or gently sloping terrain 

in the centre of the study area and slopes towards the edge; and pastoral land throughout (Figures 4.2 

ς 4.4). The result of this was that the landscape of the study area displayed a level of uniformity which 

prevents archaeologists from observing distinct patterns of landscape use. Furthermore, in such an 

unchanging landscape it would have been difficult for early medieval groups to use site topography to 

distinguish their practices, their choices, and potentially their identities from their neighbours. 

 

 

Figure 4. 1. The Topography of the Avon Valley: elevation 
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Figure 4. 2. The Topography of the Avon Valley: slope 

 

 

Figure 4. 3. The Topography of the Avon Valley: aspect 
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Figure 4. 4. The Topography of the Avon Valley: modern agricultural regime 

 

The third problem derived from our reliance on modern datasets to recreate early medieval 

topography. In Chapter 2.3.3 it was described how the problem of using modern maps to define water 

courses was mitigated by modelling these in a GIS, but the problem of soil datasets has not been 

overcome. Without taking samples at each site it was not possible to identify the soils present in the 

past and, therefore, the agricultural regimes they supported. Data from the modern NATMAP series 

was, consequently, of limited use and is presented here only to demonstrate the dominance of pastoral 

land, a pattern which, given the nature of the landscape, is likely to have been similar to that in the 

past. 

These limitations were substantial, yet two patterns were observed in the selection of different 

topographical settings of sites (Figures 4.5 ς 4.8).30 Firstly, when site aspect was considered, it 

                                                             
30 Topographical data for each site is presented in Catalogue 4. 
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appeared that major routeways were particularly influential. Across the whole valley, sites seemed to 

be placed on ground which sloped towards a Roman road or a main river. Secondly, whilst we would 

expect valley bottom sites to dominate in the west and hill and ridge top sites to dominate in the east, 

the pattern observed was not so simple. To the west of Ryknield Street, in the lowest and flattest part 

of the valley, there were a number of hill and ridge-top sites in addition to the anticipated valley 

bottom sites. Furthermore, in this same area there were a lack of sites placed on the upper part or on 

the crest of slopes. This created a polarising effect with hill and ridge-top sites dislocated from and 

substantially elevated above the more common valley bottom, lower slope, and base of slope sites. 

Interestingly, no similar division was observable across any other part of the valley as sites positioned 

on mid-slopes predominated. 

 

 

Figure 4. 5. The Topographical Setting of Sites: position 

 




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































