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Introduction

A contested landscape

Johanna Dale

In spring 2020 a Stage One public consultation was held by the Bradwell
Power Generation Company Limited (BRB), a partnership between China
General Nuclear Power Group (CGN) and Electricité de France (EDF),
about their plans for the development of a new nuclear power station at
Bradwell on Sea on the Essex coast. In the foreword of the consultation
summary document, CEO Alan Raymant wrote that the proposed power
station ‘would build on the long-established history of nuclear power
in the area’.! As part of their public-facing work BRB have created a local
history website called ‘My Bradwell’, charting the history of the area
from 1901 until 2002.> While it is reasonable for a history project to be
chronologically limited, it seems clear that these terminal dates have been
chosen for particular reasons, to present a positive narrative of the history
of nuclear power at Bradwell and to justify future development. The first
entry in the ‘My Bradwell’ timeline is 1901, with this start date chosen
because it was apparently in 1901 that ‘plans for a power station in the
area were hatched’.? It is clear that this is being presented as the precedent
for the later development of Bradwell A, but in reality, a small ‘generation
station’ for a proposed light railway hardly ‘shows the ambition for a
power plant in Essex’ at the opening of the twentieth century, as the
website goes on to claim.” The chronological end of the project is 2002,
when Bradwell A ceased to produce electricity, thereby conveniently
avoiding the complications of the decommissioning period.

While one might expect a corporate history project to emphasise
positive aspects of history that support the corporation’s aims and
objectives, it is also necessary to challenge such a one-dimensional
presentation of history to the public. The aim of this book is to place the
65 years of nuclear activity at Bradwell in the context of much
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longer-established histories of human activity in the area. It has as its
focus the seventh-century chapel of St Peter-on-the-Wall, a unique and
atmospheric early medieval survival, which would be significantly
impacted by both the construction and the operation of a power station
of the magnitude proposed.’ The book aims to establish an academic
baseline around the monument and the landscape surrounding it and
to inform debate and policy around Bradwell B. While geopolitical
considerations have injected a degree of uncertainty into the nuclear
permissions process, even if deteriorating Anglo-Sino relations were to
spell the end of plans for Bradwell B in its current incarnation, the site
remains designated for possible future nuclear development, meaning
this book can also inform possible future policy debates. The chapters in
this book highlight the multiple ways in which the chapel and landscape
around Bradwell are historically and archaeologically significant,
while also drawing attention to the modern importance of Bradwell as a
place of Christian worship, of sanctuary and of cultural production. As
the chapters have been written under time pressure, due to the nuclear
permissions process, and also during a period when the pandemic led to
libraries and archives being closed for extended periods, this book is
not intended to be the last word on the chapel. Instead, its contributors
seek to draw attention to the manifest historical and archaeological
importance of the building and surrounding landscape and, it is hoped,
to be the catalyst for subsequent research leading to a more comprehensive
understanding and appreciation of the chapel and its setting.

St Peter-on-the-Wall stands at the eastern end of a narrow strip of
higher ground at the north-eastern corner of the Dengie Peninsula, which
is bounded to the north by the River Blackwater, to the south by the River
Crouch and to the east by the Greater Thames Estuary, into which the
Crouch and Blackwater both flow. This stretch of the Essex coast evokes
a sense of timelessness; however, this is an illusion and belies the changes,
both natural and man-made, that have formed and transformed the
landscape.® The boundary between land and sea has historically been
rather more fluid and blurred than the sharp rigid lines of sea walls on
modern maps suggest. The area has seen Roman colonisers, Christian
missionaries and Viking incursions, and has been defended against
possible Dutch, French and German invasions. Since the mid-nineteenth
century this stretch of the Essex coast has also been subject to a number
of large-scale external interventions, some of which have come to pass
and others of which have failed to make the leap from plan to reality.
From the stalled land reclamation works, during which the walls of the
Roman fort were rediscovered in 1864, through the use of the extensive
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mudflats by the military and the purchase of nearby Foulness Island by
the War Office, a planned light railway from Southend to Colchester, the
development of an airfield at the start of the Second World War and
the building of Bradwell A, to the plans for a major new airport on the
Maplin Sands in the 1970s, the low-lying and rural coast around Bradwell
has been seen as ripe for major developments. The lower reaches of
the Thames Estuary, in which Bradwell lies, have often been treated as
marginal.” A place for unwanted things, for London’s sewage and
aeroplane noise, for nuclear power and for weapons testing.® Whereas the
countryside, villages and towns on the Thames above London have long
been appreciated and preserved for their historic significance and for the
story they tell of England’s past, the tidal Thames Estuary has, since the
demise of the excursion industry, following the sinking of the Princess
Alice in 1878, seldom been valued for its past.” Instead the lower reaches
of the Thames have come to stand for present and future, a place of
industry, trade and commerce, for the benefit of the metropolis and the
nation. The proposed Bradwell B nuclear power station should thus be
considered in this wider context of planned large-scale external
intervention and exploitation of the outer reaches of the estuary, which
raises all sorts of questions about place, spatial conflicts and ‘power
geometries’.!’

The failure of the land reclamation works, the demise of the
proposed light railway and the abandonment of plans to build an airport
on the Maplin Sands are indicative of the fact that taming this stretch of
coast has not always been as straightforward a proposition as it seems
from London and elsewhere. While on modern maps the Dengie Peninsula
appears to have hard boundaries, defined by the straight lines of its sea
walls, the reality is that these barriers have always been and remain
permeable. Since the initial moves to ‘in’ the marsh during the Middle
Ages, high tides have on occasion overwhelmed sea walls and set back the
process of land reclamation.!' In recent years, a number of managed
realignment schemes have begun to reverse the ‘inning’ process, returning
reclaimed land to salt marsh, and the South Suffolk and Essex Shoreline
Management Plan envisages further managed realignment around the
peninsula.'? The underlying topography continues to characterise the
landscape; it has been obscured but not erased through the establishment
of coastal grazing marsh. The ghostly tendrils of former tidal creeks lie
dormant but ready to reassert themselves, should the sea walls fail or be
deliberately breached.

The physical reality of the peninsula, bounded by tidal rivers and
fringed by coastal grazing marsh, much of which lies below mean
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high-water level, helps to explain the failure of some of the more
grandiose plans, such as the planned light railway from Southend to
Colchester, which included the small ‘generation station’ at Bradwell.
An application was made in November 1901 for permission to construct
the Southend (and District), Bradwell on Sea and Colchester Light
Railways. The proposed route of the railways crossed three bodies of
water: the Crouch between Wallasea Island and Creeksea, the Blackwater
between Bradwell and Mersea, and the Strood channel, which separates
Mersea Island from the mainland.'* While a railway bridge was a viable
option for crossing the Strood, bridges were not suitable on the Crouch,
where one would have prevented navigation upstream, or on the
Blackwater, which additionally was far too wide and deep, so the railways
terminated at the riverbanks and alternative intermediate onward
transport was proposed. An early iteration of the plan from May 1901
included a cable car crossing of the Crouch, at an estimated cost of
£16,000." By August 1902 this had been replaced by a ferry, presumably
a money-saving modification, at £8,000 being half the estimated cost of
the cable car.'® At both Bradwell and West Mersea the railway was
planned to run out on substantial piers, extending to below the line of
low-water springs so that the connecting ferry could run at all states of
the tide. The sum of £20,000 was earmarked for a pier at Bradwell, where
the deep-water channel to Maldon lies relatively close to the shore.
Double that amount was estimated for West Mersea, where shallow
mudflats extend far out into the Blackwater. Of a total cost estimate of
£294,282 in August 1902, over £80,000 was earmarked to enable the
crossing of the Crouch and Blackwater rivers by ferry and for works on
the Strood channel.'” The expense and complexity of the scheme meant
that it never got off the drawing board, but even if it had, it seems unlikely
that demand would have justified it. Only a few years earlier, in 1895, a
through route from Southend to Colchester via Wickford, Maldon and
Witham had closed to passengers due to low usage after only five years of
operation.’® Far from demonstrating the ‘ambition for a power plant’,
plans for the light railway exhibited a distinct lack of understanding of the
realities of the area’s geographical and economic topography.

The extent of the mudflats on the Dengie Peninsula coast has made
it attractive to speculative large-scale attempts at land reclamation, often
in the face of significant opposition from local landowners.' The South
Essex Estuary and Reclamation Act was passed on 17 June 1852 to enable
the reclaiming of ‘marshes, mud banks, and waste lands of considerable
extent’; however, this ambitious plan had already met with some
scepticism.?’ Lewis D. B. Gordon, who inspected the scheme for the
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Admiralty and authored a report that was presented to parliament in
March 1852, wrote that, while the proposal claimed it would bring into
cultivation 30,420 acres of land, his view was that there was ‘not 1,000
acres along the whole foreshore’ that were fit for reclamation, especially
within the 21-year time frame envisaged by the Act, given the slow rate
of accretion along the coast.?’ The Admiralty were understandably
particularly concerned about the impact the scheme would have on
navigation, given that what was proposed would profoundly alter
approaches to the Colne, Blackwater and Crouch rivers. Gordon’s
conclusion was that, once what was prejudicial to the public from a
navigational perspective had been removed from the plans, the project
would probably not be viable. The Admiralty’s warnings were not heeded,
yet they were shown to be prescient: by 1868 the South Essex Estuary and
Reclamation Company had been wound up, precipitating a legal case in
Chancery.?” By then, of course, the initial work on the project had led to
the discovery of Roman walls near St Peter’s Chapel, precipitating a flurry
of antiquarian archaeological activity, as James Bettley’s chapter in this
volume describes.

Interest in reclaiming large areas of land on the Essex coast did
not disappear with the winding up of the South Essex Estuary and
Reclamation Company. The Metropolis Sewage and Essex Reclamation
Company aimed to reclaim the flats around Foulness Island and along the
coast of the Dengie Peninsula by constructing pipelines from London to
carry the capital’s sewage on to the areas to be reclaimed.?* This too came
to nothing, and after 1880 the agricultural depression meant that plans
for large-scale land reclamation faded away until the 1960s, when the
Thames Estuary Development Company proposed a joint airport-seaport
on the Maplin Sands south of Foulness Island, involving the reclamation
of 18,000 acres.?* The Foulness airport proposal was accepted by the
Roskill Commission as one of four plausible sites for a third airport
serving London, from an initial longlist of 78 sites, the other three
being Thurleigh near Bedford, Cublington in Buckinghamshire and
Nuthampstead in Hertfordshire.?” In January 1971 the Commission
revealed Cublington as the preferred option of all but one commissioner,
but when the government formally responded to the Roskill report in
April, it announced that the site of the airport would be Foulness rather
than Cublington.?® In this decision they followed the view of the dissenting
commissioner, Professor Colin Buchanan, who had refused to endorse
most of the report and instead had produced his own 11-page note of
dissent, in which he rejected the cost-benefit approach taken by the
commission and invoked what he saw as central planning principles,
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the protection of the rural background around London and the
preservation of national heritage. Buchanan had no doubt that ‘the
things I find of interest in the open background of London are things that
will interest many generations to come. I am profoundly certain they are
good things.””” In his assertion that Foulness was therefore the only
acceptable site, he stood in a long tradition that viewed the Thames
Estuary and the Essex coast as being of less interest and value than
the Thames Valley and the Chilterns.?® As Derrick Wood, of opposition
group Defenders of Essex, put it, ‘It was clear where political pressures
were driving the Government. Environment, defined as the preservation
at all costs of one’s own present way of life, was the great god and
all things inland were beautiful, anything to do with the coastal regions
ugly and expendable.””” The fact that in 1971 some 25 MPs from
constituencies representing inland sites had come together to form
an ‘Inland Group’ to promote Foulness, demonstrates the truth of
Wood’s assertion.*

The oil crisis of 19734 precipitated by the Arab-Israeli War and a
change to a Labour government saw the cancellation of the project in July
1974. By then projected costs had spiralled, weakening the economic
case, and the idea that an airport at Foulness would have minimal
environmental impact had been exposed as an illusion, once the ancillary
development of transport links and a new town housing 600,000 people
was taken into account.’’ Alongside local grassroots organisation
the Defenders of Essex, the RSPB had emerged as an opponent. In an
impassioned essay published in the RSPB’s autumn 1971 magazine,
Essex-based naturalist J. A. Baker argued for the importance of the Essex
coast while alluding to outsiders’ dismissal of its value:

An austere place perhaps, withdrawn, some might say desolate ...
When strangers come here, many will say, ‘Its flat. There is nothing
here’. And they will go away again. But there is something here,
something more than the thousands of birds and insects, than the
millions of marine creatures. The wilderness is here ... Man is killing
the wilderness, hunting it down. On the east coast of England, this
is perhaps its last home.*

In Baker’s view, when the airport went ahead, ‘this last home of the
wilderness will be imprisoned in a cage of insensate noise. Cordoned by
motorways, overshadowed by the huge airport city, the uniqueness of this
place will be destroyed as completely as though it has been blown to
pieces by bombs.”*?
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Baker’s invocation of military destruction referenced another type
of large-scale government intervention in his coastal birdwatching
territory: military use. The Shoeburyness firing range and Atomic
Weapons Research Establishment (AWRE) on Foulness Island had been
added complications to the airport plans, and both were part of a longer
history of military involvement on the Essex coast.> Taking an extended
perspective, this includes the Saxon Shore Fort of Othona, on whose walls
St Peter’s Chapel was built. Although, as Andrew Pearson’s chapter makes
explicit, the exact functions of the Shore Forts remain disputed, Othona
can be seen as the first major infrastructure project on this stretch of
coast. Following the departure of Roman forces, the dilapidated fort then
became the base for a new wave of Christian colonisation from the mid-
seventh century, before the advent of the Vikings brought violence to
coastal communities across northern Europe, including along the Greater
Thames Estuary. The defeat of Byrhtnoth, Ealdorman of Essex, at the
hands of Vikings at the Battle of Maldon in August 991 was commemorated
in an Old English poem, which still influences the culture of the
Blackwater Estuary, as Beth Whalley’s chapter in this volume makes clear.
Another pivotal battle between Danish and English forces was probably
fought at Ashingdon, on the south bank of the River Crouch, in 1016, at
which Canute triumphed over Edmund Ironside.* The low-lying, marshy
Essex coast with its myriad tidal creeks, was vulnerable to attack from the
sea, and in the late eighteenth century plans were made to defend the
coast against the French. In April 1798 a naval signal station was set up
by St Peter’s Chapel as part of a chain of stations stretching from the Nore
up to Yarmouth; Linnets Cottage, planned as a temporary building, but
which still stands to the south-east of the chapel, was constructed at this
time to house the signal station personnel. Shortly after the threat of
invasion rose again with the resumption of hostilities in 1803, plans were
put forward for a chain of Martello towers along the Essex coast.*® Three
were proposed for Bradwell at Sales Point, Wymarks and New Wick, and
two either side of the Crouch Estuary. The huge cost of the whole scheme
caused the withdrawal of the first ten proposed towers, with the chain
instead beginning across the Blackwater Estuary at St Osyth.*”

From the mid-nineteenth century military use of the Essex coast
intensified. In 1855 the War Department had established an artillery
practice and testing range at South Shoebury, overlooking the Shoebury
Sands (a continuation of the Maplin Sands).*® By the end of the century
the government had determined that Foulness and the Maplin Sands
should be used as a weapons research and development centre, and thus
began the slow acquisition of the island by the War Department. Starting

A CONTESTED LANDSCAPE



in 1900, the War Department bought up land farm by farm on the island,
but the lord of the manor of Foulness, Alan G. Finch, refused to sell, and
as he leased large portions of the sands to copyhold tenants for fishing
kiddles, negotiations in 1912 to secure shooting rights over the sands
failed.* Following Finch’s death in 1914, the department was able to
purchase the lordship and its ancient demesne lands, which comprised
about two-thirds of the island.”® In his history of Foulness Island,
published in 1970 in the context of the airport plans, J. R. Smith
speculated on the possibility of the kiddle fishing industry being
resurrected ‘when the Ministry leaves Foulness and firing across the sands
ceases’.”! Fifty years later the Ministry itself has left Foulness, but the
weapons development industry has not. Qinetiq, a public limited company
created out of the now-defunct government organisation Defence
Evaluation and Research Agency (DERA), which floated on the London
Stock Exchange in 2006, now manages the site for the MOD and regularly
tests weapons on the island and sands, precluding kiddle fishing for the
foreseeable future.*

The twentieth century also saw the intensification of military
activity on the other side of the Crouch on the Dengie Peninsula. During
the First World War troops camped around the peninsula for training and
St Peter’s Chapel was commandeered as a base for members of the signal
corps.® Some of the sailing barges operating out of Bradwell Creek were
employed in transporting coke over to France for use by troops, in addition
to their usual crop-carrying work. Between the wars the area became
increasingly popular for recreation, but most recreational features were
swept away in the run-up to the Second World War. In 1937 ‘hundred
acre’ field on Down Hall Farm was commandeered for the laying out of a
grass airstrip and a bombing range was constructed on the Dengie Flats.*
Targets were built off Sandbeach Farm and three towers were built to
monitor bombing activity. The northern tower still just about stands to
the east of the chapel and some of the targets partially survive on the
mudflats, where navigational markers warn sailors taking the short
route between the Crouch and Blackwater of their existence. As elsewhere
in England, pillboxes were constructed around the peninsula, with a
particular concentration of boxes (11 in total) between the chapel and
Bradwell Waterside. In 1941 the Air Ministry expanded the grass airstrip
of the bombing range to create a full-scale airfield, known as Bradwell
Bay. With a main runway aligned roughly east-west, two secondary
runways and the full suite of ancillary buildings, the construction of
Bradwell Bay, covering much of Down Hall, New Wick and Wymarks
farms, transformed the landscape of Bradwell on Sea, which became a

ST PETER-ON-THE-WALL



Figure 0.1 Aerial view of Bradwell Bay Airfield. Kevin Bruce Collection.

military zone.* With the end of the war, the zone was scaled back, but the
bombing range continued to be used by the United States Air Force.

The history of all these plans, hatched predominantly by outsiders,
for large-scale land reclamation and infrastructure projects, both civil
and military, culminating with the proposed Bradwell B nuclear power
station, raises all sorts of questions about place, space and power relations.*
While answering all these questions is beyond the scope of this book, by
championing the importance of Bradwell’s historic environment it aims to
draw attention to some of the issues at stake. The planning system is, as
Kirby put it, ‘responsible for locating on the landscape major negative
externalities’.*” There can be no doubt that a development of the size and
kind proposed would be a major negative externality, and it is important to
recognise the level of damage that would be done to Bradwell’s historic
environment should it go ahead. It is possible to see the South Essex Estuary
and Reclamation Company as being part of a longer lineage of reclaiming
land in the area for agricultural use, as outlined in Kevin Bruce, Chris
Thornton and Neil Wiffen’s contribution to this book, albeit on a far larger
scale and initiated by outsiders rather than local landowners. Some of the
military activities can also be understood as part of an extended history of
defending a coastline that could provide an enemy with easy access to the
capital. The establishment of a military complex based around Foulness
Island and the siting of a nuclear power station at Bradwell, however, were
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both radical breaks from past human activities in the area and wider region.
The requirements of military weapons development and training, as well
as the generation of nuclear power, ruptured existing patterns of human
activity by introducing large military-industrial complexes into
predominantly rural areas.*

Internal colonisation by the military from the late nineteenth
century, the context in which Foulness came under military control, saw
significant areas of heath and farmland acquired throughout England and
Wales, as well as areas of the Scottish Highlands. This wave of internal
colonisation was accelerated by withdrawal from the colonies and the
mass mobilisations during the world wars of the early twentieth century.*
The increasing range of rifled artillery and the introduction of mechanised
mobile weapons necessitated the use of large tracts of land, from which
the public were excluded by military by-laws, and aerial warfare also
irrevocably transformed the rural landscape.*° Sites were ideally relatively
remote, both due to potential danger to civilians and for reasons of
secrecy. Major acquisitions, alongside Foulness, included Salisbury Plain
(Wiltshire), Otterburn (Northumberland) and Dartmoor (Devon).>!
Foulness, an isolated island with a small population engaged exclusively
in agriculture and fishing, was transformed into a militarised space.
Matthew Flintham has explored how, over time, military space has
developed on the island, where a dwindling civilian population still
lives.>? Following the initial acquisition, a network of military roads,
infrastructures and facilities spread across the island, military by-laws
were imposed, restrictions were imposed on shipping due to artillery
firing out to sea, and airspace above and around the island is also
restricted, creating what Flintham has termed ‘an invisible carapace’.”®
The military presence is not therefore confined to the island, because the
controlled space extends both vertically and horizontally. Moreover, the
sound impact of military activity extends further, with explosions heard
all across the Thames Estuary and particularly in areas of Southend-on-
Sea and across the flat coastal grazing marshes of the Dengie Peninsula.**

The selection of Bradwell in the 1950s as a site for a nuclear power
station had a similarly transformative impact on a rural area just as the
wartime military presence around the village was being scaled back.
Indeed, as Gillian Darley points out in her chapter, some villagers even
hoped that the development of the power station would put an end to the
surrounding mudflats and sands being used by the military for bombing
practice, thereby removing a source of noise that regularly punctured the
tranquillity of the local area.” As nuclear power stations need significant
quantities of water, coastal locations are necessary. However, the potential
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danger of civil nuclear power meant that existing industrialised coastal
locations were deemed unsuitable, and it is striking how, on the East
Coast, the development of nuclear power stations took place in close
proximity to the development of atomic weapons — Bradwell and Sizewell
are less than 15km from Foulness and Orford Ness respectively, both of
the latter sites being part of the AWRE at the time the power stations were
constructed.®® The requirements of nuclear power fundamentally altered
the existing industrial map, and the power stations transformed the
places where they were built by introducing enormous industrial
buildings, towering pylons and associated additional development into
remote rural areas. At Bradwell, the first-generation nuclear power
station now sits as a redundant hulk encased in aluminium, a state in
which it must remain until at least 2083, when it is assumed that it will be
safe to finally demolish.®” Twenty years after it ceased generating
electricity, what remains is an enormous, bulky vertical intrusion into an
otherwise predominantly horizontal coastal landscape.®

Places are double constructs — they are made physically, and they
are also imbued with meaning by people.®® The Essex coast has been
made and remade by natural and human forces.®® Alongside the
incremental altering of the landscape by those who lived and worked in
it, through the ‘inning’ of the marshes and the construction of sea walls,
Bradwell has seen waves of change precipitated by external intervention,
Roman and Saxon, military and nuclear. Tim Ingold has written of
landscape as being ‘history congealed’, and the chapters in this book aim
to make the layers of congealed history at Bradwell more readily visible,
so that they are not eclipsed by the redundant hulk of Bradwell A, or
erased by the possible advent of Bradwell B.°* At Bradwell the combination
of the natural and historic environments works powerfully on inhabitants
and visitors alike to suggest connections across time. Children’s author
Michael Morpurgo lived in Bradwell as a young boy, and the departure of
his family from the village, precipitated by the construction of Bradwell
A, was a defining rupture in his childhood.®* In a short story based around
the coming of the power station, Morpurgo described a visit he made to
Bradwell as an adult, which exemplifies the combination of history and
nature out of which the sense of place of St Peter’s Chapel and the
landscape surrounding it is constructed:

When I reached the chapel, no one was there. I had the place to
myself, which was how I had always liked it. After I had been inside,
I came out and sat down with my back against the sun-warmed
brick and rested. The sea murmured. I remembered again my
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childhood thoughts, how the Romans had been there, the Saxons,
the Normans, and now me. A lark rose then from the grass below
the sea wall, rising, rising, singing, singing.®

The outstanding natural environment at Bradwell, as Morpurgo’s
reminiscence makes apparent, is a key element in people’s interaction
with the historic environment here, with St Peter’s being the key site. It is
also indicative of the synergy between conservation of the historic and
natural environments, which is often overlooked by bodies set up to deal
with one or another rather than both. Agricultural intensification from
the beginning of the Second World War eroded ‘the complexity and
intricate nature of the ancient countryside that characterises rural Essex’
while also destroying important habitats.®* The environmental impact
of the removal of hedgerows, ploughing up of heath and common
land and draining of wetlands on native and migrating species has long
been recognised, but that this was also a loss in terms of the historic
environment is less well understood. In a report about conservation
management of the rural historic environment in Essex, Adrian Gascoyne
drew attention to some examples of the positive management of
significant rural archaeological sites, one of which was St Peter’s Chapel
and Othona fort.®> In 2000 an English Heritage report had highlighted the
ongoing damage being suffered by the fort, principally as a result of
arable cultivation, and in 2003, after some negotiation, it was agreed
with the farm manager of East Hall Farm that, as part of an amendment
to an existing Countryside Stewardship agreement, the 1 hectare of
cultivated land within the interior of the fort would be reverted to
grassland and wild flowers and opened up for public access. As Gascoyne
commented, this not only helped to protect the remains of the fort and
improve the setting of St Peter’s Chapel, but also benefited wildlife,
including ground-nesting birds and rare species of bee.®

The fragility of this scheme was, however, revealed in 2020. In August
of the previous year the Essex-based Strutt & Parker Farms business had
been sold.®” At roughly the same time, East Hall Farm, which had been
managed by Strutt & Parker but owned separately, also came under new
ownership. Unfortunately, this change of ownership saw the by then well-
established wild flower meadow had been placed back under arable
cultivation, in the words of Nigel Brown ‘destroying instantly its value for
nature conservation and renewing the process of erosion of the
archaeological deposits’.%® The success of the scheme had demonstrated
the potential of historic and conservation bodies to work together to
mutual advantage, its demise the precarious nature of many of the schemes
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Figure 0.2 The former flower meadow. Kevin Bruce.

in place to protect the natural and historic environments. Despite historic
scheduling and listing of the fort and chapel building on one hand and
environmental protections on the other, the historic and natural
environments at Bradwell can be impacted by the whims of new owners
making a simple decision about the value of a grant for delivering ‘public
benefit’ being smaller than the value of an arable crop.® The threat to the
natural and historic setting of St Peter’s from the proposed new nuclear
power station is far greater than that visited by this arable cultivation, but
the demise of the stewardship scheme does raise the question of how well
the chapel and its setting are actually protected by existing legislation and
stewardship schemes. The chapters in this book set out many of the ways in
which the chapel and its setting are historically and archaeologically
significant and it is hoped that by raising the profile of the building the book
will both generate further research and also more durable schemes to
protect the historic and natural environments in the area surrounding it.
The two parts of the book reflect the history of the chapel, with the
first part placing the chapel in its pre-modern context and the second
exploring responses to it in the modern world. The chronological gap
between the two sections mirrors the chapel’s own history. The first part
explores the importance of the site under the Romans and in the early
medieval period, before the beginning of a gradual decline throughout
the high Middle Ages, which saw the chapel eventually fall out of
ecclesiastical use entirely and become an agricultural building by the late
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seventeenth century. The second part explores the reawakening of
interest in the building from the mid-nineteenth century, which led to its
refurbishment and reconsecration, drawing attention to some of the
many ways the chapel has inspired social and cultural initiatives, which
resonate well beyond Bradwell itself.

The opening chapter, by David Andrews, examines the surviving
fabric of the chapel, uncovering what this can tell us about the use of
the building through time. As Andrews points out, the chapel is a
remarkable building in that it preserves much of its early medieval
fabric — unlike a typical parish church, it lacks the layers of history of
an ecclesiastical building that has been in continuous use and as a
result has not been expanded and altered through the centuries. In an
Appendix, Andrews reproduces drawings from a stone-by-stone survey
carried out by Jane Wadham in 1978 and hitherto unpublished, to
inform future studies of the building. In Chapter 2 Andrew Pearson
reconsiders the history and potential function of the Roman fort of
Othona, in the context of other sites that belonged to the Saxon Shore
Fort network. He synthesises existing scholarship to provide an outline
of the form of the fort and its extramural area, before a comprehensive
discussion of the likely uses of the site. The idea that the Shore Forts
were a defensive anti-piracy network dates back to the sixteenth
century, but recent scholarship has debated this point, suggesting that
perhaps there was no overarching defensive plan to the scheme.
Tantalising evidence provided by finds of animal bones, along with the
proximity to numerous Roman red hills, raises the possibility that
meat production was an important function of Othona, with its
position in coastal networks stretching across the North Sea meaning
it was well placed to supply the needs of Roman soldiers from the
northern British forts and those on the lower Rhine.

Stephen Rippon provides an analysis of the early medieval landscape
context of St Peter’s, both within Bradwell and the Dengie Peninsula and
within the larger regio or folk territory of Deningei, from which the
peninsula takes it name. Rippon argues that Deningei encompassed not
only the peninsula itself but also extended across the Danbury Hills and
down into the Sandon Valley. He discusses the relationship between the
minster at Bradwell and other central places within the landscape,
furthering our understanding of the role of the ecclesiastical site in early
medieval society. In Chapter 4, Barbara Yorke places Cedd’s foundation of
Bradwell within the wider context the conversion of Anglo-Saxon
England. In doing so, she draws together various scraps of evidence to
build up a fuller picture of Cedd’s life and career. As Yorke points out,
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narratives of the conversion tend to focus on the foreign missionaries
from Italy and Ireland who established the first mission stations, but the
work of second-generation missionaries like Cedd, promoting Christianity
among their own people, was crucial to the consolidation of Christianity
in the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms.

Richard Hoggett and David Petts both consider Bradwell’s coastal
position. Hoggett discusses the evidence from Bradwell and from other
Shore Forts on the East Anglian and Kent coasts for the construction of
churches within the abandoned remains of these Roman structures. As he
argues, while the dilapidated Roman forts provided building materials,
we should see this phenomenon not as one of purely practical opportunism
but also as a symbolic act imbued with religious significance. Petts also
places Bradwell within wider coastal networks, arguing that we need to
move away from seeing coastal locations as evidence of an ecclesiastical
urge towards isolation and remoteness. Certainly such sites resonated
with symbolism, but they were also enmeshed in complex coastal
networks, which included ecclesiastical and secular sites. Indeed, as Petts
demonstrates, it is often difficult to distinguish between the two. The turn
to the coast in the seventh century was not just a spiritual urge, but also
had social and economic drivers.

The final chapter of the first part of the book returns the focus to
Bradwell itself. Chris Thornton, Kevin Bruce and Neil Wiffen place the
site of the chapel within the evolving economy and landscape of
Bradwell between the late eleventh and early seventeenth centuries.
They outline the area’s complex landowning structure and investigate
the changing nature of the marshlands as a result of agricultural
activities, which led to the gradual reclamation of the marshes. As they
show, pastoral and arable modes of production existed together
throughout the period under examination, though the balance between
them shifted in response to demand. This chapter, focused on the north-
eastern parts of Bradwell parish, closest to the chapel, evidences the
rich range of historical sources that can shed light on the parishes of the
Dengie Peninsula, and it is to be hoped that it provides the impetus for
further research on the area.

The second part of the book examines some of the ways in which the
chapel has been approached in the modern era and how this historic
building acts as an anchor, holding fast in a rapidly changing environment
and being fundamental to Bradwell’s sense of place. It opens with James
Bettley’s comprehensive study of the rediscovery, rededication and
refurbishment of St Peter’s in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Bettley’s chapter makes apparent the vast symbolic and
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Figure 0.3 Pilgrims approaching the chapel in the mid-1950s. Courtesy
of Katherine Weaver.

religious importance the chapel had, and still has, for the diocese of
Chelmsford. While this book approaches the chapel predominantly as
an historical monument, its significance as a place of Christian worship
should also be recognised. Ken Worpole’s chapter also makes this point,
charting the history of the Othona Community, founded in 1946 by RAF
padre Norman Motley, who was drawn to Bradwell by the presence of St
Peter-on-the-Wall. The continued flourishing of the Othona Community,
who regularly use the chapel for services and act as custodians of the
building, ensures that St Peter’s remains a living religious building within
a spiritual landscape.

In Chapter 10 Gillian Darley considers the original decision to site a
nuclear power station at Bradwell, exploring the embryonic frameworks
of environmental and heritage designations, which offered little
protection to the chapel’s landscape setting. To those of us used to modern
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planning inquiries, the speed with which the original nuclear programme
was driven through comes as quite a surprise, as does the lack of
consideration given to the historic environment. Darley’s contribution
certainly raises the question as to whether the sites chosen in the 1950s,
and subject to cursory scrutiny without a robust framework of heritage or
environmental protections, remain suitable or acceptable for nuclear
developments on a vastly more substantial scale today.

The remaining chapters explore some modern responses to the
chapel and Maldon District’s medieval heritage. In Chapter 11 Johanna
Dale discusses the establishment of a long-distance walking route to the
chapel from Chipping Ongar, demonstrating that the resonances of
Bradwell’s historic and natural environments extend across the county,
inspiring walkers from West Essex as well as those living closer to the area.
In the context of a growth of long-distance walking routes with medieval
themes nationally, Dale argues that more use could and should be made
of this established green infrastructure to stimulate the rural economy of
Essex and to promote other medieval sites in the county, which are linked
to St Peter’s thanks to the existence of the St Peter’s Way. In Chapter 12
Beth Whalley discusses the way in which the public arts and heritage
industries have responded to Maldon District’s medieval past and why
particular narratives have dominated. Although St Peter’s is an integral
part of the district’s heritage ecosystem, it is the intangible heritage of the
0Old English poem The Battle of Maldon that dominates local discourse,
with important tangible and material medieval heritage in the district,
such as St Peter’s Chapel and the ruins of the medieval hospital on Spital
Road in Maldon, barely featuring in the wider narrative. As Whalley
argues, the choices made about which elements of medieval heritage we
prioritise and celebrate have a real impact on communities today.

Charles Holland’s contribution also analyses a narrative, this time
about the social and economic landscape of Essex and how this is
encapsulated in Grayson Perry’s A House for Essex, for which Holland
acted as architect. Holland’s chapter discusses this complex work, related
to the life of the fictional Julie Cope, whose trajectory from Canvey Island
to Basildon, South Woodham Ferrers, Maldon, Colchester and finally
Wrabness acts as a kind of pilgrimage through the built landscape
of Essex, with all its social and economic implications. St Peter’s was one
of a number of buildings that informed the conceptual and design
development of A House for Essex, demonstrating the huge diversity of
responses to this early medieval chapel. In the final chapter curator
Warren Harper and artist Nastassja Simensky discuss their own creative
approach to the nuclear landscape of the Blackwater Estuary, exploring
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how existing art works inform their practice and how St Peter’s and the
Othona Community stand in relationship to the nuclear legacy of Bradwell
A. This second part of the book is in no way exhaustive, but it does make
apparent the variety of ways in which people have responded to the
building and landscape in the modern age, and to the chapel’s potential
to inspire social, economic and cultural activities in the future.

The dialogue between people, the chapel and the landscape at
Bradwell is continually evolving. In late summer 2022, as I finished work
on the final manuscript of this book, a new collection of landscape
paintings entitled ‘Along the Saltmarsh’ by artist Nabil Ali depicting the
Bradwell coastline was exhibited in the chapel.”® The collection was the
result of an arts residency, supported by Essex Cultural Diversity Project,
Cultural Engine and Arts Council England, and comprises a series of
viewpoints from the pillboxes along the sea wall. These images of
the environment and nature are not simply depictions of the land- and
seascapes but are also made of them. Ali collected materials from the
beach and processed them into pigments, which he mixed with a natural
gum to form a workable paint. London Clay was used to create shades of
grey, crushed chalk stones to produce an off-white and roman red bricks
to create an orange hue. Ali’s work, which alludes to ‘a hidden darkness
which shadows’ the area, thus encapsulates the relationship between the
chapel and its natural and historic environments.

Figure 0.4 The Chapel, 2022. Courtesy of Nabil Ali.
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To those who know them, the chapel and the landscape surrounding
it are imbued with value, but to those who are not familiar with them
the historic grazing marshes of the Essex coast most often seem to be
considered as a blank space rather than as a meaningful place. Baker’s
characterisation of outsiders thinking it a flat landscape containing
nothing of value often rings true. In 2014 Essex County Council published
a substantial report about historic grazing marshes. The report was
precipitated by the development of the second Shoreline Management
Plan, in which surviving grazing marsh seems to have been considered a
target for managed realignment schemes, demonstrating that the historic
environment significance of the marshes was not remotely appreciated by
those drawing up the plan.”* As discussed above, the lesser value outsiders
placed on coastal Essex compared with the inland rural areas around
London was made explicit in the arguments around the proposed third
London airport in the 1960s and 1970s. The Wing Airport Resistance
Association (WARA), which fought to prevent airports first at Cublington
and subsequently at nearby Hoggeston in 1979, actively promoted
Foulness as an alternative and their protesters shouted the catchy
slogan ‘Don’t foul Bucks, Foulness’, with the implication that while
Buckinghamshire would be ruined by an airport, coastal Essex would
not be — it was already foul.”

Writing in the eighth century in Northumbria, a centre of early
medieval Christianity and royal power, the Venerable Bede commented
that Cedd had gathered a number of people from the East Saxon kingdom
into his communities at Bradwell and Tilbury and taught them the
monastic rule, ‘so far as these rough people were capable of receiving it”.”*
Bede’s rather dismissive attitude to the inhabitants of the East Saxon
kingdom is echoed in modern derogatory caricatures about those living
in Essex — Essex man and his even more reviled companion, Essex girl —
whose home county is deemed flat and uninteresting.”* In his fervent
essay opposing the proposed Maplin Sands airport, J. A. Baker, who was
the antithesis of the Essex man caricature, wrote with evident pain about
the transformation of the countryside of his home county in the post-war
period: ‘Essex has suffered so much; the new towns, the vast growth and
overspill of London, the lancing through of motorways.” Raging against
the incessant noise that the proposed airport would produce, he
continued, ‘we could at least have been allowed to keep the best of our
county, the peace of its ancient bird-haunted coast that is the only peace
that is left’.”> The collapse of the Maplin Sands airport plans meant that
Baker’s worst fears were not realised. Yet, 50 years after Baker wrote,
large-scale nuclear development on the one hand and rising sea levels on
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the other mean that the ribbon-like sea walls and the patchwork blankets
of saltmarsh and coastal grazing marsh on the Dengie Peninsula are again
under threat. As is the enigmatic figure of St Peter-on-the-Wall, which
stands guardian over this peaceful, eerie and atmospheric landscape, its
‘grey loafshape’ visible for miles and miles over marsh, mudflat and sea.”®
The landscape may be flat, but this book rails against the assumption that
there is nothing of interest here. St Peter’s embodies many centuries of
human history on the Dengie Peninsula; in comparison, the nuclear
presence is not ‘long-established’ but is merely a recent brief episode.
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St Peter’s Chapel: What the building
has to tell us

David Andrews

Figure 1.1 The chapel from the south-west. N. Hallett.

St Peter’s Chapel is as remote in its coastal isolation as are its origins at the
beginning of the Christian era in this country. It was founded by St Cedd
in 654 in the course of his mission to re-establish Christianity in the
kingdom of the East Saxons.! Cedd had chosen the site of a Roman Shore
Fort for his monastery, which had by his time developed into what Bede
called the civitas of Ythancastir.? The Roman fort wall, but little else, was
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rediscovered in the mid-nineteenth century in the course of earth-moving
for coastal defences.® The landowner sponsored excavations in 1864,
which made it possible to establish the plan of the western half of the fort,
which had not been consumed by the sea. It was roughly square with
round towers. The chapel was shown to straddle its west wall, aligned on
the road of Roman origin which leads to the site, and hence thought to be
on the position of the main landward gate. It was revealed to have lost an
apsidal chancel, a porch, and a porticus or small rectangular side chapel
on its north side. The uncovering of a similar porticus on the south side
had to await the removal of an adjacent shed.

Although there must have been a settlement and monastery in
Saxon times, its fortunes and fate are almost entirely lost to history.
It presumably functioned as a minster and then a parish church, and
later as a chapel of ease. By 1086, Ythancestir is identifiable with two
Domesday manors known as Effecestra and later in the Middle Ages as
La Waule.* These, together possibly with as many as five other mostly
small manors in the area, probably represent a landholding associated
with the monastic site which had become fragmented by 1086. Two of
these manors had fisheries. Fish traps exposed in the Blackwater Estuary
intertidal zone, including two at Sales Point and Pewet Island near

Figure 1.2 Plan of the Roman fort and St Peter’s Chapel as revealed by
the nineteenth-century excavations (from Lewin 1867).
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St Peter’s, have been broadly dated to the seventh to tenth centuries.” The
existence of the monastery could explain these large complex structures.
A copy of a sixteenth-century map shows a series of mostly unoccupied
empty plots along the straight road between the St Peter’s and Bradwell
on Sea, evidence of a shrunken settlement to the west of the chapel.®
However, the origins of the chapel, and why and by whom it was founded,
were unknown to the jurors who appeared before an ecclesiastical
inquisition of 1442 which was intended to establish its legal status and
relationship to the parish church of St Thomas.” One said it consisted of a
nave, chancel and small bell tower with two bells. Another said there had
been a fire, and the rector had repaired the chancel and the parishioners
the nave. An examination of the fabric does not provide much evidence
for a fire, though inside some stones and plaster look pinkish and possibly

Figure 1.3 Plan of Bradwell based on a map of 1583 (TNA MPC 1/259).
The original was thought to be lost but has recently been rediscovered at
The National Archives, where it was incorrectly catalogued as being of
Bradwell in Lancashire.
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scorched, as do a few around the doorway. Stones could, however, have
been burnt in a previous use. It was generally agreed that, though there
was no obligation to do so, the rectors had provided a chaplain to say
Mass three days a week, though this custom had lapsed for the last
15 years or so. The sixteenth-century surveyor and map-maker Norden
recognised it as a chapel of ease, but by 1686 it was leased as a barn.® It
was described as a barn by the eighteenth-century county historian Philip
Morant, and identified as such on the 1777 county map by Chapman and
André. It remained an agricultural building until restoration in 1920.

In view of the silence of the documentary sources, there is little
more than its fabric that can be used to trace the history of the chapel.
Interest in this was awakened after the excavations, though no detailed
record seems to have been made of its foundations. Speculation as to its
age was resolved in favour of it being seventh-century. Research on the
chapel and other seventh-century churches by Sir Charles Peers informed
his careful restoration in 1920 for the Ministry of Public Buildings and
Works.” A short but thorough monograph was published by H. M. Carter
in 1966, and a detailed study carried out by Jane Wadham in 1978.1° The
latter included a stone-by-stone external survey from a tower scaffold.
Although a considerable achievement, this did not shed much new light
on the chapel, which is a strikingly one-dimensional building for its age,
lacking the obvious layers of history presented by the typical parish
church, its fabric not telling any very clear story between the seventh
century and the seventeenth or eighteenth, when it became a barn.

The plan of the chapel is significant. It was unlike the churches of
‘Celtic’ and Northern Christianity, despite Cedd’s origins in that part of
the country, which were plain long narrow rectangular buildings. Instead,
it resembles the Kentish churches associated with Augustine’s mission
of 596. These include St Peter and St Paul, St Pancras and St Martin in
Canterbury and the church at Reculver. Their distinctive features are
relatively short naves, walls with shallow buttresses, arched screens
between nave and chancel, apses, and porticus or side chapels. There is
thus the conundrum of a Kentish-style church in the fashion of those
established by the Christian mission sent from Rome, being built by a
northern evangelist coming from the ‘Celtic’ tradition. The chapel could
therefore be seen, though it would be simplistic, as anticipating the
success of the Roman Christian tradition over the ‘Celtic’ at the Synod of
Whitby ten years later, in 664."" Since the conclusion of antiquarian
debates about the age of the building, Wadham has dared raise the
question of whether the chapel is a replacement of that founded by Cedd,
in which case its design could be seen as less remarkable. Inasmuch as
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Figure 1.4 Plan of St Peter’s Chapel (after Wadham and the RCHME).
Drawn by the author.

monastic foundations are often seen as starting with short-lived buildings,
for instance in timber, before more permanent reconstruction, this is a
question worth bearing in mind. However, the ten years between the
establishment of Cedd’s mission and his death of plague in 664, just after
the Synod of Whitby, could have left enough time for two phases of
construction. In a sequence of events such as this, a church built at a later
date would be expected by the followers of the Augustinian mission to
conform to a Kentish plan, which was derived from the buildings of
Christian Rome and carried important symbolic and political messages.'?
From having been seen as a homogeneous group, the Kentish
churches have been re-interpreted as a developmental sequence,
reflecting the phases of the Augustinian mission from 596 and
architectural influences initially from Gaul or France, and later in the
seventh century from Italy, particularly from the area of Ravenna.'®
Bradwell has not figured much in the discussion of these early churches,
lacking their historical and archaeological context, though the historical
and archaeological sources for them are so threadbare and ambiguous as
to make meaningful discussion very challenging. It is one of the later
churches in the group, so it is perhaps unsurprising that it most closely
parallels Reculver St Mary, which King Egbert of Kent gave to the priest
Bassa for a minster in 669. Although largely demolished in the nineteenth
century, Reculver is well recorded as having the full quotient of wall
buttresses, arched screen, apse, in this case polygonal, and porticus.'*
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Figure 1.5 Plan of the church at Reculver as originally built
(after English Heritage). The apse is polygonal. Drawn by the author.

There are differences between Bradwell and the Kentish churches.
The proportions of its nave plan are different, being rather more than two
squares, measuring about 21ft 4in X 48ft (6.5 X 14.7m) internally, the
others having a length to breadth ratio of about 1:1%. It is thus less wide
and quite significantly longer than, for instance, Reculver (37 x 24ft,
11.3 x 7.3m).* The proportions of St Peter’s, which relate better to later
Anglo-Saxon churches, could have been influenced by underlying Roman
foundations. Carter pointed out that there were only two arches, not
three, in the screen between nave and apse, as had previously been
thought. This conclusion was confirmed by Wadham’s careful measuring
of the truncated arch springings.'® The porch at Bradwell is also a feature
not found in the Kentish churches, but this may not be original to the
chapel (see below).

It is interesting, if not very profitable, to contrast the masonry of
St Peter’s with that of the Kentish churches. The oldest of these are the
chancel of St Martin’s, St Pancras, St Peter and St Paul, and St Mary,
which lie beneath the remains of St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury. These
were all well built with thin walls of roughly coursed Roman brick,
bonded with good-quality mortar with coarse aggregate. The later
buildings, still dating from the seventh century however, the nave of
St Martin’s and Reculver, were built of a mixture of stones, roughly shaped
of medium size, with levelling courses of Roman tile. Their masonry is
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Figure 1.6 Elevation of the east wall seen from outside, showing the
original masonry only, and reconstructing the two arches of the screen.
The radius of the circles may in fact have been slightly smaller, in which
case the space between the arches would have been wider. They were
presumably separated by a masonry pier, not a column as at Reculver.
J. Wadham.

comparable to St Peter’s, but at St Peter’s it is superior, with the use of
stone more uniform in type and size, and no tile courses. Because in all
cases the building materials were largely if not totally reused, little can be
concluded from this except that they presumably reflect availability, and
that there was definitely a preference for using Roman tile where possible.
It is probable that the walls would have been rendered, in which case the
character of the masonry would have been irrelevant to their appearance.

There must be at least half a dozen different types of stone in St Peter’s,
including tufa, septaria, ironstone and a variety of limestones. However, for
the most part, its original masonry is fairly consistent, consisting of roughly
shaped blocks of relatively uniform size, varying within a range of 4-5in
(100-130mm) high and up to 1ft (300mm) long. Weathering and lichen
make identification of the stone types difficult. Much of what can be seen

WHAT THE BUILDING HAS TO TELL US

33



34

externally seems to be an oolitic limestone, from the belt of Jurassic stones
that extend from Dorset in the south-west through Northamptonshire into
Lincolnshire. It can be difficult to identify the source of these limestones.
That at Bradwell resembles the products of the Barnack quarries. The chapel
has been said, however, to be built of Kentish Rag.!” Rag was much used by
the Romans. A Roman ship loaded with it has been found in London.
In Roman London, the main source of building stone seems to have been
Kent, supplying Rag and also tufa, but stone also came from the Cotswolds,
Lincolnshire and the Paris basin.'® It would be reasonable to expect to find
Rag at Bradwell. There may be a small amount of it in the fabric, but it
mainly occurs in the modern blocking in the north wall.

The immediate provenance of the stone must have been the Roman
fort. This had a defensive wall 12ft (3.7m) thick, built mainly of septaria,
with tile or brick levelling courses at intervals of about four courses
(see Figure 2.2). The septaria blocks were regular in shape with dressed
faces, which implies they were quarried, not obtained from the foreshore.
The chapel, as has been seen, stands on the wall, on what must have been
the site of a gatehouse. Nothing is known of the buildings within the fort,
though many artefacts were found, including Roman military equipment
and some late Saxon objects, the latter virtually the only known evidence
for the continuing life of the settlement.'” The limestone would seem
to have come from the principia or other buildings that no longer served
a useful purpose. Large blocks of a different oolitic limestone, a better
freestone, were used for the quoins and the window and door surrounds,
some with mortices and lifting holes, and hence clearly reused from
relatively grand or monumental buildings.

Traditionally built masonry walls are raised so much at once,
allowing time for the mortar to go off, and working only in the summer
months. This process leaves horizontal lines or ‘lifts’ visible in the
stonework, some of which correspond to the heights of the scaffold
platforms. In medieval Essex churches, these lifts might be typically
6-18in high. At Bradwell, they are much higher, about 5ft, indicating that
the walls were built in five stages.?’ Putlog holes capped with Roman tile,
representing the stages of the scaffolding, are the clearest evidence for
some of the lifts. They can be seen to correspond to the bottom of the
windows, for it is logical to make lifts and openings relate to each other.
There is a difference between the masonry in the bottom of the walls, in
the lowest two lifts, and the upper parts, the stones being longer and
more rectangular, those above smaller and squarer. This change could
represent a seasonal break in construction over a winter. The chapel
would have taken at least two years to build.
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In Essex churches of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the mortar
was often very weak, little more than earth, which explains why the lifts
are so shallow. At Bradwell the mortar is excellent, which explains why
the chapel is so well preserved and the lifts relatively high. The original
mortar is evident in much of the north and south walls, apparently never
repointed. It is pale yellow-brown, coarse with pebbles, pieces of flint and
occasionally opus signinum, reused Roman mortar or flooring characterised
by crushed brick. It seems to contain no shell, one of the obvious sources
of lime in a coastal situation. Instead, it is possible that it was made by
burning septaria. These clay nodules were used in the nineteenth century
for making so-called Roman cement and the stucco of Regency buildings
and terraces. Good mortar, with a rapid ‘set’, would have made the deep
lifts in the masonry possible. Even if the limestone and other blocks were
reused, they were competently laid to courses, much more regular than
the Kentish churches and some of the early medieval work in Europe.
There is thus clear evidence of the ability of the builders, something
striking in view of the often presumed loss of technical skill from the fifth
century. As noted previously, it is probable that the chapel walls were
plastered, as was invariably true of Essex rubble-built medieval churches.

It is surprising that the chapel is not built mainly of septaria, the
locally occurring stone of Essex coastal districts, used by the Romans for
the walls of Colchester and available in the walls of the fort. Septaria are
hardened clay nodules which form in London Clay. The stone can be
variable in colour and shape and, although very hard, can be shaped. It is
present in the wall core and the interior elevations, and it may be that
many of the smaller stones in the top of the walls are septaria. Its limited
use could imply that the fort walls were still extant, presumably forming
an enclosure to Cedd’s monastery. However, this may not be the case. The
chapel is a breach in the fort walls, coinciding, it seems, with a gateway.
Churches were often incorporated in medieval defensive walls, but not
with their entrances facing outwards. The gaps in its north and south
walls, apparently made for barn doors, coincide with the line of the fort
ramparts. At the base of the inside of the south wall there is a course of
Roman tile which could correspond to a levelling course in the fort wall.
Excavation in 1985 for the foundation of a new altar revealed an earlier
floor level at a depth of about 2ft (600mm). Excavation in 1947 to the
north of the chapel found a shallow recut to the approximately 25ft
(7.6m) wide and 13ft (4m) deep infilled ditch outside the walls. Ipswich
Ware found in the fill of the recut could indicate the ditch had been filled,
and by implication the walls partially removed, by the eighth century or
even, it has been suggested, by the seventh century, before the
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construction of the chapel.?! The possibility that such substantial defences
had been slighted on this scale in a period of about 150 years is striking.

The chapel has four windows in the nave, two high up in the north
and south walls. These are rectangular, about 3ft (0.9m) wide and 4ft
(1.2m) high, with a single splayed embrasure. Their jambs, where
original, are made of long blocks of reused good-quality limestone set
vertically. They apparently had flat lintels, not arches made of Roman
brick or tile, as might be expected. Indeed, the limited use of Roman brick
in the fabric is a striking contrast with Essex eleventh- and twelfth-
century churches, as well as the Kentish group of churches. An exception
is the springing of the arches for the screen between the nave and apse.
The interior of the chapel would have been plastered; indeed, some of this
remains, particularly high up on the south wall, and so the brickwork of
these arches would have been concealed. The window high up in the
west wall has been considered a later insertion. It is not at the same level
as the other windows, or the same width, and its almost pointed arch is
formed in Roman brick. However, its jamb on the south side includes a
long vertical limestone block, an argument for it being original but
adapted with a rebuilt head when work was done to the west gable, dating
probably to the twelfth or thirteenth centuries.

Figure 1.7 Fragment of plaster with red paint probably of thirteenth-
century date (arrowed) in the soffit of a probable blocked window arch in
the north-east corner of the nave. David Andrews.
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In the absence of an old roof line, and in view of their small size and
low height, the porticus may have had lean-to roofs. They differ either side
of the chapel. That on the north side had a door into the apse. That on the
south side communicated with the nave. A vertical jamb stone survives at
the side of the patch where the door was. Inside, it is possible to make out
the springing formed in Roman brick of the arch for the doorway. Of the
other Kentish churches, only Reculver and Canterbury St Martin have
porticus, the latter only one on the south side. The porticus at Reculver are
different to Bradwell in that they communicated only with the apse.
Porticus could function as side chapels or be used for burial. A row of
them alongside a nave resemble an aisle. Bede records that St Augustine
was buried in a porticus on the north side of Sts Peter and Paul in
Canterbury. Porticus flanking a chancel correspond to the prothesis and
diaconicon of the Greek Church, the former on the north side serving for
the preparation of the sacraments, the latter functioning more as a vestry.

At the east end of the north wall, east of the wall scar for the porticus,
there was a brick patch or blocking which was removed in the 1920
restoration and made good with limestone blocks so that it is almost
invisible. Inside the chapel, this corresponds to an embrasure apparently for
awindow about 2ft (600m) wide, which has traces of painting in red in the
soffit of its almost pointed arch. The painting looks twelfth- or thirteenth-
century. If correctly interpreted as a window of this date, located where the
porticus overlapped the nave and chancel, then it implies that the porticus
had been demolished by this time. Since the porticus was entered only from
the apse, it could imply that the apse had also been demolished. However,
the reference in the 1442 inquisition to a nave and chancel could suggest the
apse was still there at that time. It is also the case that the removal of the
apse has previously been regarded as occurring when the chapel became a
barn; however, the apse was hardly incompatible with the changed use. The
rather irregular masonry of the blocked arched screen wall, and its mortar,
seem more likely to be medieval than seventeenth-century. The lower half
of the blocking of the door into the south porticus is bonded with a bright
yellow-brown mortar which certainly looks medieval.

There may have been structural reasons for the disappearance of
the chancel, arising from the relationship of the chapel to Roman
foundations beneath it, which could have led to differential settlement.
Churches have often lost aisles, but the loss of a chancel, the most
important sacramental space, is more significant. That the chapel was
superseded in the role of parish church by St Thomas in the village is
clear, but less clear is when that happened. The oldest part of St Thomas
that has been recognised is fourteenth-century. However, it is recorded as
‘Bradewell with the chapel of 1a Vale’ in the register of Fulk Basset, bishop
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of London, of c. 1254.% That this register, and the taxation of Nicholas IV,
shows that the priory of Hatfield Peverel had rights to a portion of the
tithes owed by St Thomas suggests a link to Ranulf de Peverel, lord of the
manor of Down Hall in 1086, which could imply the church existed by
the late eleventh century. The much-refaced chancel of St Thomas
contains some well-coursed masonry, including a little stone that may
have been taken from the fort, which looks twelfth-century or earlier. The
loss of any parochial function at an early date could well have removed
any impetus to maintain or rebuild the chancel.

As has been noted, porches are not typical of the Kentish group of
churches. Wadham thought the porch might not be original. The foundations
of the porch shown on the excavation plan are irregular in shape and width.
A comparison might be made with St Pancras, Canterbury. It is very evident
from the surviving foundations there that the west door had buttresses
either side of it, onto which a porch in Roman tile was later built. There may
have been a similar sequence at St Peter’s. It is notable at St Peter’s that the
door does not have monolithic jambs like the doors for the porticus or
the nave windows. If this feature is taken as a criterion of originality, it raises
the question of where the entrance was. Were there doors in the north and
south walls, or other features such as buttresses, then the later agricultural
use of the building would have obliterated them. The porch is seen as the
base for the tower recorded in 1442. There are scars for its walls either side
of the west door. Since these do not extend into the upper part of the wall,
there may have been a timber belfry. An improbable-looking tower is
indicated on a copy of a seventeenth-century map.?

The roof is of butt purlin construction stiffened with wind braces,
in which the purlins butt against the principal rafters, and short rafters are
laid between and over the purlins. Roofs of this sort in Essex are typically
sixteenth- or seventeenth-century. Curiously, the roof is in two parts, having
an adjacent pair of principal rafters about halfway along the nave. The eaves
are probably at about their original height, as any raising or rebuilding
would probably have been in brick or tile. The original roof covering could
have been thatch, shingles or reused Roman tile. If the latter, the roof would
have had a slack pitch, as Roman tiles are heavy and designed for low pitch
roofs, usually of king post design. When roof repairs were made in 1993, it
was noted that brick patches at the wall tops seem to mark the positions
of former trusses. There seem to have been eight of these, about 5-6ft
(1.5-1.8m) apart. If correct, they could represent an archaic roof datable
to the twelfth century or earlier with closely set principal trusses.

Evidence for the existing roof pitch exists in the west gable,
which is of masonry resembling the main building, but with brick and
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Figure 1.8 Interior of the chapel, showing the blocked screen wall, and
the butt purlin roof. N. Hallett.

tile courses suggesting shallow lifts. This is unfortunately undatable,
but looks medieval. The east gable is in neat brickwork which could
be seventeenth- or early eighteenth-century. As such, it could be
contemporary with the butt purlin roof. A significant repair to the chancel
was the insertion of a lower tie-beam presumably to strengthen the
rather badly built east wall where the arched screen was taken down and
the gap filled with rubble. This timber, probably elm, is strapped at each
end and connected to tie bars in the north and south walls. The use of
forelock bolts suggests a seventeenth- or eighteenth-century date.

It has been seen that the scars in the north and south walls, apparently
representing the site of barn doors, correspond to the line of the fort walls.
That in the north wall is full height. Lewin in his account of the excavations
published in 1868 said that there had been a square extension here ‘within
the memory of man’.?* The excavation plan shows what look like
foundations in this position. This was presumably a porch or midstrey
added for the use of the chapel as a barn. The blocking is mainly in Kentish
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Figure 1.9 Reconstruction of St Peter’s Chapel. The west door may not
have been an original feature. If so, the entrance would have been in the
long sides, where large barn doors were later opened. Drawn by the author.

rag, a stone that blends quite well with the original masonry of the chapel,
though it comprises large, irregular-shaped blocks laid in a rather random
way. A small door was left in it for access to the barn. In the south wall there
is no evidence for a porch, only a wide doorway below a brick segmental
arch, which looks nineteenth-century. This remained open until 1920.
Leap boards at the bottom of this door show that the chapel was used for
threshing, but old photographs suggest the final chapters in its agricultural
history saw it mainly used for livestock and storage.

The 1920 Ministry of Public Buildings and Works restoration was
informed by Sir Charles Peers’s careful assessment of the building in his
account of the Kentish churches.? The barn doors in the south wall were
blocked using blocks of Clipsham, an oolitic limestone, and roughly
squared septaria, of the same shape as those which are predominant in
the fabric of the chapel. This would be an almost invisible restoration, had
the new masonry not been laid leaving the original slightly proud of it.
This is interesting in view of Peers’s opinions on the restoration of
monuments. Similar stonework was used to make good the east end of
this wall where the porticus and a shed had been removed, as well for
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blocking the small door in the north side. The latter shows how skilful this
work was. The blocking looks like a small patch of original masonry
floating within the much larger older blocking in Kentish Rag. The mortar
used in this restoration is also an excellent match for the original, clearly
designed to resemble it, though possibly gauged with some cement. It
contains shell, a common inclusion in better-quality medieval mortars,
but not obviously present in the original chapel mortar. The windows
were reinstated with wooden frames and leaded lights. The west door
was reopened and given a new frame and oak door. In the roof, a repair
was carried out to the north wall plate.

Repairs were later carried out after a landmine damaged the roof
and wall tops in 1942. This was followed by a further restoration in 1948
by Laurence King as surveyor to Chelmsford Diocese. This saw a major
rebuild of the roof, the west half completely renewed. King recommended
‘cleaning down the internal face of stonework’ and reinstatement of
lime plaster to the walls, but this was not done. The west elevation was
repointed in 1970 with a shelly, greyish cementitious mortar, not a
particularly happy intervention, typical of the disregard for the original
which has characterised much repair work to historic buildings in the
later twentieth century.?
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Appendix: The 1978 survey of St Peter’s Chapel

The only detailed record of the chapel is a stone-by-stone hand-
drawn survey at 1:20 by Jane Wadham in 1978 for a University of
London Institute of Archaeology thesis. Because of the very limited
circulation of this record and its potential value for the understanding
and curation of the chapel, it has seemed appropriate to publish the
drawings in this appendix and make scanned images of them more
widely available. The drawings have been annotated with the approximate
levels of the lifts.

The masonry of the west elevation has been rather obscured by
repointing in the late twentieth century in a cementitious mortar. Either
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side of the door are scars left by the removal of the porch or tower.
The door lacks the vertical jamb stones typical of other apertures and the
quoins at the angles of the chapel, raising a question over whether the
door is an original feature. The existence of such jambs suggests that
the window is original, but at some point, perhaps in the thirteenth
century, it has been rebuilt with a pointed head in brick. The roof pitch
would have been much like the existing if it was thatched or shingled, but
much slacker if covered with Roman tiles.

The wide breach in the north elevation dates from the use of the
chapel as a barn, when a porch seems to have been added to it. It was
blocked except at the top in Kentish Ragstone, leaving a small doorway
which was itself later blocked by the Ministry of Public Buildings and
Works in 1920. The eastern of the two original windows is recognisable
from its vertical jamb stone. It seems to have been blocked when the
breach was made in the wall. The other windows were boarded over
during the agricultural use of the chapel, and restored in 1920. At the east
end of the wall, the window thought to date from the thirteenth century
had been blocked in brick, but in 1920 this was replaced with limestone
to match the original masonry.

The east wall consists of the blocked-up arches of the screen that
once divided the nave and apse. A medieval date can be argued for this
blocking. It was roughly built and seems to comprise two phases, the
lower including blocks of stone presumably from the apse or other ruins
surviving at the time. The neat small bricks at the top of the wall look
seventeenth- or early eighteenth-century. Two beam holes either side of
the top of the wall could be for the wall plates of the apse; if so, they
would have been about 3ft (0.9m) below the top of the nave wall.

The original masonry is best preserved in the south wall. Putlog
holes capped with Roman tile reveal stages in the scaffolding. The
difference is clear between the larger stonework of the bottom two lifts
and the smaller blocks in the upper part of the wall, which could mark a
winter break in the construction of the chapel. At the east end is the scar
left by the removal of the porticus and the blocking of the door between
it and the nave. In the middle of the wall is the blocking of barn doors
removed in 1920.
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Figure 1.10 West elevation of St Peter’s Chapel. J. Wadham.
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Figure 1.11 West wall of St Peter’s Chapel. N. Hallett.
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Figure 1.14 East elevation of St Peter’s Chapel. J. Wadham.
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Figure 1.15 East wall of St Peter’s Chapel. N. Hallett.
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Notes

=

On Cedd’s mission see Yorke, in this volume.
On the reuse of Saxon Shore Forts for monastic foundations see Hoggett, in this volume. On the
Roman fort see Pearson, in this volume.
Lewin 1868.
See Bruce and Thornton, in this volume.
Heppell 2011.
Hall 1888, plate I. This is described as being ‘From an Original Plan of the Manor of Bradwell’.
The map dating from 1583 has recently been rediscovered in The National Archives (TNA MPC
1/259) by Kevin Bruce, whose previous identification of the plot names in the court rolls
had showed the copy to be based on an authentic original.
7 London Metropolitan Archives DL/A/A/005/MS09531/006, fol. 196r. Relevant extract from
the bishop’s register in ERO D/P 96/28/47.
8 ERO D/DC 21/5-6. ‘All that Barne commonly called or known by the name of St. Peter’s
Chappell together with ten Acres of Land thereto adjoyning.’
9  Peers 1901. Also see Bettley, in this volume.
10 Carter 1966.1am grateful to Kevin Bruce for making available a copy of Wadham’s dissertation,
as well as other information. See Appendix for Wadham’s survey drawings.
11 On the Synod see Yorke, in this volume.
12 See Barnwell 2015.
13 Cambridge 1999.
14 Peers 1928; Taylor and Taylor 1980, 503-9.
15 Thomas 1981, 189.
16 Carter 1966; Wadham 1978.
17 For example, Carter 1966, 12.
18 Hayward and Roberts 2019.
19 On continued settlement after Cedd’s death see Rippon, in this volume.
20 A diagram of the south wall showing the lifts has been published in Rodwell 1986, 162.
21 Rodwell 1976; Walker 2001.
22 Fowler 1928, 25.
23 Hall 1888, plate I. See above, note 6.
24 Lewin 1867.
25 Peers 1901.
26 Wadham 1978, 9.
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The Roman fort of Othona

Andrew Pearson

The construction of a Roman military base at the end of the Dengie
Peninsula during the late third century represented the first, and indeed
only, intensive occupation at Bradwell. Part of the coastal system of
‘Saxon Shore Forts’, Othona was home to a substantial garrison and was
a key part of the maritime link between southern England, the British
northern frontier and the continental north-west empire. Perhaps due to
the poor survival of the Roman remains at Bradwell, Othona has received
little attention compared with other elements of the Saxon Shore. This
chapter synthesises what is known of the fort at Bradwell, and reconsiders
its history and potential functions in the context of the other sites which
belonged to this coastal network.

The rediscovery of Othona

The Roman remains at Bradwell appear to have been viewed by William
Camden, probably during his itinerary through East Anglia in 1578. In
Britannia, Camden correctly made the connection between the ruins at
Bradwell, the Anglo-Saxon place name of Ythancastir and the lost Roman
fort of Othona. The first English-language edition of Britannia, translated
by Philemon Holland, appeared in 1610, with some additional content
supplied by Camden and probably translated under Camden’s direction.
This presented Camden’s observations at Bradwell and his reasoning for
the association with Othona:

Doubtlesse this Ithancester was situate upon the utmost Promontorie

of this Dengy Hundred, where in these daies standeth Saint Peters
upon the Wall ... And I my selfe am partly of this minde, that this
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Ithancester was that Othona where a Band of the Fortenses with their
Captaine, in the declination of the Romane Empire, kept their station
or Guard under the comes or Lieutenant of the Saxon shore, against
the depredations of the Saxon Rovers for the altering of Othona to
Ithana is not hard straining, and the situation thereof upon a Creeke
into which many rivers are discharged was for this purpose very fit
and commodious, and yet heere remaineth a huge ruin of a thicke
wall, whereby many Romane coines have beene found.!

Evidently, from the description of a ‘huge ruin’, and despite having been
quarried for the building of St Peter’s Chapel and other churches on
the Dengie Peninsula during the Saxon and later medieval periods, the
standing Roman remains at Bradwell continued to be substantial in the
late sixteenth century.? However, over the following century stone
robbing must have occurred on a major scale, perhaps accompanied by
coastal erosion and sediment accretion, such that by the time that the
antiquarian Cromwell Mortimer (d. 1752) wrote of the site, nothing of
the defences stood above ground:

I found here, at low water, several ragged pieces of free-stone, of
which there is none naturally on this shore, and a great many pieces
of Roman brick: upon the sea wall stands an old Roman building,
now a barn, but commonly called St. Peter’s Chapel. This seems to
have been the place, where stood the Othona of the Romans, or
Ithanchester of the Saxons ... The fishermen told me they often
drudge up pieces of broken earthen ware, and sometimes, though
rarely, copper or brass money.*

Other key antiquarian figures of the eighteenth century overlooked the
site entirely, including William Stukeley, whose Iter V of his Itinerarium
Curiosum took in Richborough, Lympne, Burgh Castle and the Dover
Lighthouse, recognising these as Roman works, but bypassed the Dengie
Peninsula. Othona was also absent from Herman Moll’s map of 1724,
based on information by Stukeley, which attempted to chart the Roman
sites mentioned on the Antonine Itinerary, and which could also have
drawn on other texts that were available to eighteenth-century scholars,
among which was the Notitia Dignitatum.*

The physical remains of the Roman fort came back to light in 1864,
as the result of works undertaken by the South Essex Sewage and
Reclamation Company, which had purchased marginal coastal land on
the Dengie Peninsula with a view to enclosing it for agriculture.
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The circumstances of the discovery were narrated in an article by the
eminent antiquarian Charles Roach Smith in The Gentleman’s Magazine.®
In this text, Roach Smith described a meeting on the site involving
himself, the landowner Oxley Parker and several other interested parties.
At the time of the meeting the defences were exposed, while Oxley Parker
was also able to display the numerous finds that had been recovered. As
catalogued in the 1940s, these included several hundred Roman coins,
pottery and numerous objects of bronze, iron, glass, stone and bone.
Quite typically of finds from Roman forts, the artefact assemblage was not
overtly military in character, although some undated spear heads were
identified and three bronze brooches (including one crossbow type) were
present, the latter often being associated with Roman Army officers or
bureaucrats (see Figure 2.6). The remainder of the assemblage comprised
a wide variety of domestic objects, including other brooches, a ring, a
stylus, pins, combs, a spoon, knife handle and spindle whorls. A very large
quantity of animal bone and oyster shell was also present.®

A significant number of inhumation burials had also been revealed
by the excavations, described by one observer, a Mr Spurrell, as being
‘close to the wall, buried only about 2 ft deep’. Spurrell noted how, ‘in
every case a Roman coin lies close to the ribs, as if it had been placed at
the burial within the hands, or under the tongue of the deceased’. These
burials, not unreasonably given the presence of the coins, Spurrell
thought to be Roman. Distinct from these were more bodies: ‘five perfect
skeletons, all laid out at full length, but somewhat in confusion, and
with the faces downwards’. Spurrell suggested these to be the bodies of
persons killed in fighting, ‘most likely Saxon, or Danish aggressors’, but in
fact none is likely to belong to the Roman period. Their location within
the fort makes a Roman date improbable, and it is much more likely that
they relate to the Saxon phase of the site and are associated with the use
of the chapel.”

Roach Smith’s account is interesting not only for the discoveries it
described but also for the fact that they related to a site about which
neither Roach Smith nor his colleagues had a clear understanding.
Despite the writings of Camden almost three centuries earlier, Oxley
Parker begged the question of these visiting experts ‘whether we now
stand on the site of Othona of the Romans, the Ithancester of the
Saxons ...?",° while the opinions of those present were divided about
whether St Peter’s Chapel was of Saxon, Norman or even later date.’

Despite his familiarity with the Kent Shore Forts of Reculver,
Richborough and Lympne, Roach Smith did not express a firm opinion on
the identification of Bradwell as Othona. This was left to Thomas Lewin,
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Professor of Ancient History at Oxford University, in a paper read at the
Society of Antiquaries in 1867.'° In his lecture, Lewin led his audience
through a historical account of the Litus Saxonicum, before describing the
physical remains at the known sites, from Brancaster round to Portchester.
Lewin then turned his attention to the discoveries at Bradwell. To some
extent he reiterated the chance findings as described by Roach Smith, but
Lewin was also able to draw on somewhat more formal investigations
made subsequent to the 1864 antiquarian meeting at the site, noting that
‘Oxley Parker ... has with the most laudable zeal laid open the foundations
of all that is left of the outer wall, and in the interior has cut a series of
trenches parallel to each other, only a few feet apart from east to west,
so that he may be said to have exhausted the area’ (Figure 2.1).'" In
discussing the findings from these investigations, Lewin made a clear
connection between the site at Bradwell and Othona, which has remained
unquestioned since.

Nothing more was reported about the site for the remainder of the
nineteenth century or the first decade of the twentieth, before military
works during the First World War once again revealed archaeological
finds. These were recorded by the Count de la Chapelle, who watched the
works and scoured the site for artefacts. In his papers the count recorded
that ‘off the castrum in the tidal creeks, various objects have been found,

Figure 2.1 Bradwell Chapel, from a drawing by the Rev. H. Milligan
entitled ‘Land trenched [in 1864 by Oxley Parker] for the discovery of
walls’ (from Chancellor 1877, 216).
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large blocks of stone grouped together suggest a building ... the tide
covers the site ... close to the stones a cinerary urn in situ in the gravel, but
broken ... many fragments of pottery and tiles’. He also noted that several
cinerary urns were found by the troops, at an unspecified location in or
around the fort, about three feet below the surface.'”

The Count de la Chapelle’s opportunistic discoveries were followed
shortly after by more systematic, albeit small-scale, excavations by
Charles Peers on behalf of the Ministry of Works in the early 1920s. These
were carried out around the chapel and do not appear to have shed any
light on the Roman period of the site. Peers’s trenching was not followed
by any further investigations until 1947, when Major J. Brinson cut a
single trench across the western defences, about 20m north of the chapel.
This trench provides the most precise evidence for the dimensions and
make-up of the perimeter wall and its foundations, as well as for the
rampart and probable external ditch. It did not, however, extend to the
fort interior."

Another lengthy interlude followed until the early 1990s. Since
then, various investigations have taken place, principally within the fort’s
extramural area. These comprise limited development-led evaluation
trenching to the north of the fort, on the Othona Community site,'
complemented by broader geophysical survey, fieldwalking and aerial

Figure 2.2 The upstanding Roman defences in 1907. The person
depicted is John Chillingworth, who farmed Bradwell Hall. Kevin Bruce
Collection.
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photographic analysis (see Figure 2.5 below). Collectively, these projects
give a partial insight into the Roman phase at Bradwell, principally in
respect of the extramural area, although the geophysics did also cover the
ground within the defences.

The form of the fort

As Stephen Rippon describes in Chapter 3, topographical survey of the
Dengie Peninsula has demonstrated that the late Roman fort was
established on a low promontory, with estuarine alluvium and creeks to
both north and south (Figure 2.3).

From the antiquarian accounts described above, it is obvious that
practically nothing of the fort has survived above ground for many
centuries. What can be surmised about the form of the defences and the
fort interior is limited. Coastal erosion has entirely destroyed the eastern
half of the defences, while the archaeology has been disturbed by the land
reclamation works of the 1860s and by the cutting of an anti-tank ditch
across the western defences during the Second World War. At some point
between 1927 and 1954 the farmer also bulldozed the site level.'®

Below ground, the only side of the perimeter defences to survive for
their entire length is the western wall, which the 1860s excavations show
to be c. 160m long. The northern wall can be traced for c. 88m, and the

Figure 2.3 The Roman landscape around Othona. Drawn by the author.
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southern wall for c. 45m, before each terminates at the edge of the
saltings. The eastern defences have been entirely destroyed by erosion,
but early theories that the fort was open-sided (as once also thought for
Richborough) are now discounted. The north and south walls are not
quite parallel, and thus the fort could not have conformed to the standard
square or rectangular layout of ‘traditional’ Roman forts of the first and
second centuries. Othona therefore shared the irregular plan form of
others of the Shore Forts, being most closely comparable to Burgh Castle,
whose north and south walls are slightly off-parallel. A roughly square
fort would have had a total perimeter of around 640m, enclosing
2.5ha - but without evidence such dimensions are merely supposition.
The fort’s western gate has been identified as the aperture now occupied
by St Peter’s Chapel; while there are gaps in the north and south walls,
these appear to be the result of destruction of the wall, rather than
gateways. Two semicircular bastions have been proved by excavation, at
the north-west angle and on the west wall.

The perimeter walls, as revealed in Brinson’s section across the
western defences, were ashlar-faced with a rubble-mortar core. They
were 4.2m thick at the base, stepping in on the exterior face above the
lowest three courses to 3.8m.'® The exposed sections displayed the
characteristic banding of the outer wall face that is seen elsewhere in
Shore Forts and other contemporary defensive architecture from Britain
and the north-west empire. In Bradwell’s case, a single tile course was
overlain by four courses of local septarian cementstone, then three of tile
and three of septaria alternately. These appear to be the dominant
materials employed for the defences, although, as discussed below,
Lincolnshire Limestone was also present in limited quantities, most
plausibly used in the west gate; these blocks were subsequently reused as
quoins in St Peter’s Chapel.”

The defensive wall superstructure rests on foundations of 4.2m
width, within a vertical-sided trench that extended to at least a depth of
1.1m. Evidence for a rampart against the inner face is provided by the
mass of yellow clay behind the west wall, while its presence on the north
and south walls is indicated by a roll in the ground behind the line of the
defences. An outer ditch has been harder to prove, but it may have been
identified on the north side of the fort, separated from the wall by a berm
of 9-14m."8

The 1963 the VCH observed that after nearly a century of exposure
the stub of the defences that stood above ground was in need of
conservation.' This never occurred, and in the modern day a fragment of
the south wall, less than 2m in length and overgrown, is all that remains
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visible. This unimpressive ruin, however, belies the very substantial scale
of the defences. The walls of Othona are markedly thicker than those of
the earlier members of the Shore Fort series, namely Brancaster, Caister
and Reculver. Indeed, they are comparable to those of Pevensey, whose
massive perimeter defences, still standing above 8m, are some of the most
impressive Roman remains in Britain (Figure 2.4).

The layout of the fort’s interior is far more enigmatic. Oxley Parker’s
trenches recovered a significant amount of artefactual material but found
little evidence for internal structures. The plan of his excavations shows
the interior as a blank area, other than an ‘old piece of rubble work about
4ft high’ in its south-eastern part (see Figure 1.2 in previous chapter): this
roughly corresponds to a possible fragment of wall footing identified
more recently from aerial photographs.?

A geophysical survey conducted in 1999 has augmented this
picture.”! Only partial coverage of the fort interior was achieved, due to
the extent of unsurveyable ground and areas of magnetic disturbance.

Figure 2.4 Reconstruction of the Roman fort at Pevensey (Anderita).
The width of the defences’ foundations and base of the superstructure
are similar to those at Bradwell, and it can be assumed that the two forts
were similarly imposing. The marshland setting shown here may also
have been quite similar. © Historic England Archive; image reference
1C078_003 (illustration by Peter Urmston).
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Nevertheless, the west wall of the defences was apparent, together with
the line of the north wall, although in the case of the latter the masonry
was suggested to have been robbed away.?? Potential evidence of internal
structures was identified, primarily in the northern part of the fort,
around its perimeter. The most prominent of these is aligned with, and
appears to extend along the full length of, the west wall. The survey
report suggested this to be characteristic of a barrack block. Other
fragmentary ditch features were also detected within the fort, perhaps
indicative of structures, these being more apparent in the northerly
portion of the site and much less in the southern part. Evidence for a
central east-west road was also identified.

In the account of the discoveries given by Oxley Parker to Roach
Smith, Parker also described having seen ‘sectional views of pits or holes’
containing animal bone and other refuse, but whether these related to
Roman or later activity is not known. Regardless, an annotation on the
site plan accompanying Lewin’s article attests to the general archaeological
potential of the site, stating that ‘The soil within these walls [is] of a rich
black character and contains large quantities of pottery, coins, bones of
animals and debris of various kinds. Very many skulls and large quantities
of human bones are also found in digging over the soil.”?*

The dearth of structural evidence from the interior of Othona, and
the general vagaries of the findings, represent a common Shore Fort
problem. The Victorian excavations at Othona could reasonably be
expected not to have recovered the full suite of data, with a consequent
lack of detail about the interior layout. However, more recent and rigorous
investigations, for example those spanning the 1920s to 1960s at
Richborough and at Portchester between 1961 and 1979, have yielded
similarly partial and enigmatic internal plans. Only the earlier-constructed
members of the Shore Fort group appear to exhibit a regimented plan
typical of forts of the Principate. The layout of those with a later third-
century construction date is more of a mystery, but what seems clear is
that there was a use of space that was far less intensive.**

The extramural area

Beyond the defences, evidence has emerged in recent decades for Roman
extramural activity in the area surrounding the Bradwell fort. The picture
is again incomplete, based on limited geophysical and fieldwalking
surveys, while ground truthing through trenching has been restricted to
a small area north of the fort (Figures 2.5 and 2.6). Meanwhile, aerial
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Figure 2.5 Field investigations of Othona: 1990-present. Drawn by the
author.

Figure 2.6 Othona: plan of identified Roman features and surface
artefact distribution. Drawn by the author.
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photography — a technique that has proved successful in identifying
extramural features outside certain others of the Shore Fort — has not
been productive in the case of Bradwell.>

The present road and track leading to St Peter’s Chapel are possibly
of Roman origin. This route follows a completely straight course for
c. 2.4km, on an east-north-east alignment between Bradwell East End
and the fort’s west gate. A landward route to the fort must have existed
and would surely have been close to this alignment, but no archaeological
section has yet been cut across the track to confirm this point.

Close to the fort, at the end of the Dengie Peninsula in the area
known to have been dryland during the Roman period, geophysics has
identified further evidence for field systems. These lie both to the north
and south of the presumed Roman road, at distances of c. 200m from the
defences. On the north side of the road, the anomalies comprised a
discrete group of features characteristic of a settlement, the anomalies
here containing a large proportion of material that has been significantly
magnetically enhanced. This suggests a close association between the
features and human occupation and/or industrial activity. The function
of the features to the south of the road is less obvious, though they appear
to form part of an enclosure or boundary system. Importantly, the
geophysics only sampled two small parts of the extramural area, but
archaeological features were abundant in both.?® The implication is that
a more extensive survey would reveal numerous other features.

Transect-based fieldwalking has been undertaken on the land on
the western, northern and southern sides of the fort.”” An informal
walkover has also been carried out on the mudflats beyond the surviving
limits of the fort. Within the fort’s perimeter and in its immediate vicinity,
a thin scatter of undiagnostic and late Roman pottery and a heavy scatter
of Roman brick and tile was found. Other finds included one tessera made
from tile, one tessera made from sandstone, several fragments of mortar
and one fragment of tufa. Beyond the defences, several concentrations of
Roman material were identified. A heavy scatter of undiagnostic and late
Roman pottery was discovered to the immediate south-west of the fort.
Pieces of undiagnostic and late Roman pottery were also found to the
north-west and the far south-west. A small concentration of pottery was
found c. 150m to the south of the chapel. Pieces of Roman brick and tile,
including box-flue tile, were present in all the field walked areas. A very
large concentration of material was found to the immediate south of
the fort, and smaller assemblages to the south-west and north-west.
Single pieces of tesserae made from tile were found in nine locations;
these were all fairly large and as such are unlikely to be from a tessellated
pavement of any quality.
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The coastal erosion to the east of the defences has erased any
evidence of what lay on the seaward side of the fort. However, during the
Second World War a bomb fell into the intertidal mud a quarter of a mile
from the fort, its crater revealing a solid mass of masonry which was
regarded as Roman.?® This must have lain a considerable distance from the
defences and, given its placement between the fort and the sea, seems
unlikely to relate to a vicus. It could have been a building or structure
related to a harbour, though its form and purpose must remain a mystery.

To the north of the defences, on the Othona Community site,
evaluation trenching in 1991 and 2009 has provided a limited
archaeological insight into the extramural area.*® Located about 120m
outside the fort walls, the trenching has revealed post-holes, gullies, pits
and ditches. Although the trenches were too narrow for any firm idea of a
site plan to emerge, it appears that certain of the ditches intersected to
form at least two enclosures. A short length of a late fourth-century rubble
foundation was also present, suggested to be part of an outbuilding. The
majority of the archaeological evidence represents late third- to late
fourth-century activity, thus clearly related to the Roman fort. Both the
1991 and 2009 trenching recovered pottery of mid/late third- and fourth-
century date, in which local wares were dominant, although some regional
fabrics such as Oxford ware (OXRC) and late shell-tempered ware (LSH)
were also present.’! This is consistent with the pottery recovered from
fieldwalking elsewhere in the extramural area. This was again of late
third- and fourth-century date and with a range of fabric types that is
typical of late Roman sites in the region.*? A sample of the Roman brick
and tile from the fieldwalking was also analysed, the fabrics including
one with inclusions of pale clay, also found at Elms Farm, Heybridge,
and shelly tile made at Harrold in Bedfordshire. Other examples of Harrold
tile have been recovered previously from the land around the Bradwell
fort. At excavated sites, Harrold tile occurs almost exclusively in fourth-
century contexts, with production perhaps starting in the late third
century. It has a wide geographical distribution and has been found in
excavations from at least one other Saxon Shore Fort, Lympne.**

The ecofactual evidence from the 2009 trenching complemented
that from the 1991 investigations, but with a larger animal bone
assemblage, which contained evidence for primary butchery of cattle. A
large assemblage of shells also indicates that oysters, with smaller
amounts of whelks, cockles, mussels and clams, formed part of the
Othona diet. This evidence dovetails with the large quantities of animal
bone and oyster shells reported from the investigations of the fort interior
during the 1860s.
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Up to the present, the only archaeological evaluation at Bradwell
has been within the Othona Community site. Consequently, neither the
features identified by the geophysical survey, nor the areas where
fieldwalking encountered higher densities of surface artefacts, have been
examined archaeologically. It is also notable that the features found
by the geophysics did not correlate with the areas where the higher
concentrations of Roman surface artefacts were found. The relationship
between the road, geophysical features and concentrations of Roman
artefacts on the ground surface is therefore still unclear. Nevertheless, the
present data demonstrate that there was Roman extramural activity
across most, if not all, of the end of the Othona peninsula. On the north
side of the fort, fieldwalking between the Roman defences and the Othona
Community buildings has revealed a distinct spread of pottery sherds and
tile fragments. This was densest in concentration in the immediate
vicinity of the fort, but did extend out as far as the evaluation trenches.**
It seems clear, therefore, that the extra-mural activity extended up to the
limits of the salt marsh on the fort’s northern side. Meanwhile, on the
south side of the fort, the large concentration of tile found by fieldwalking
perhaps suggests that another focus of settlement lay here. How far the
extramural activity extended westwards, on the landward side of the fort,
is presently unclear.

The exact character of activity within the vicus has yet to be
established, but at least one substantial building must have been present.
The Community Site excavations recovered tile, including box-flue tile,
the most likely context for a hypocausted building being a bathhouse.
Such a structure would be expected to be situated outside the defences,
but exactly where this lay in relation to Othona is unclear. This issue is
somewhat confused by the fact that box-flue tile has been found both to
the north of the fort, on the Community Site, and on the opposite side
of the fort entirely, near the creek to the south. One possibility, of course,
is that this tile derives from two completely separate buildings. The
bathhouse or another higher-status building must have had a mosaic
floor, as evidenced by the tesserae recovered by fieldwalking.

Looking further afield, across the Dengie Peninsula as a whole,
there is evidence for activity which is probably Roman and logically would
be contemporary with Othona’s occupation. Cropmarks near to East End,
c. 1.8km west of the fort, are immediately next to the presumed Roman
road and seem to share their orientation with this feature. Although
unexcavated, these cropmarks are likely to relate to a small Roman
farmstead and its surrounding field system. Assuming late Roman
occupation here, then this farm was too distant to be part of any vicus, so
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would have been an attendant but separate settlement.*> Elsewhere on
the peninsula there a number of other cropmark complexes which have
been identified from aerial photographs. Once again, these have not
been formally dated, but they are comparable with similar cropmarks
elsewhere in the region which excavation has proved to belong to the Late
Iron Age and/or Roman periods. It is reasonable to interpret these as
small individual farmsteads with associated field systems. Further
archaeological work on these sites could resolve the question of their
date, while doubtless other settlement and activity sites on the Dengie
Peninsula still await discovery.

Discussion

The archaeological evidence gathered from the site since the 1860s
allows for a reasonable impression to be gained of the Shore Fort, and of
the area of extramural activity that occupied this part of the Dengie
Peninsula from the later third century onwards.

The creation of this fort was a major undertaking. It is estimated
that the defensive perimeter alone required over 23,000m? of stone,
mortar and timber, while its construction needed of the order of 78,000
man-days’ labour. Assuming a working year of 280 days (which takes
account of the practicality of working in winter), this equates to a labour
force of nearly 300 people across the course of a single season. This is a
scenario we might contemplate if Othona’s construction was a rapid
project (perhaps under Carausius, as discussed below), but a more drawn-
out timescale would clearly have required a smaller annual labour force.
Most of the building stone came from the coast; its transport equated to
the order of 870 boatloads of a vessel of comparable size to Blackfriars I.>°
These figures are a bare minimum, since one has to consider the additional
raw materials and labour needed for the construction of any internal or
external buildings, and for the logistical support of the labour force.*” To
give one example, it is estimated that a Roman soldier would eat half a
tonne of wheat per year, and this was just one component of the diet.*
None of this was beyond the capacity of the Roman authorities, but it
nonetheless demonstrates the scale of what was undertaken at Bradwell,
which would have become a hive of industrial activity during the
construction phase.

In terms of the fort’s building date and occupation sequence, the
principal evidence is provided by the coins recovered from within and
immediately outside the defences (some 322 coins in total). The coin
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sequence is dominated by late third- and fourth-century issues, with
Carausian and Allectan coins very well represented. Also present are a very
few late fourth- or early fifth-century coins of Arcadius (reigned
393-423) and Honorius (383-408).>° An analysis of the third-century coin
assemblages from the Shore Forts has dated Othona’s construction to
Carausius (286-93), but its author acknowledged various methodological
difficulties.*® The excavators of the Othona Community site preferred a
date perhaps several decades earlier, on the basis of their recovery of mid
third-century pottery,* although securely dated contexts were all of the
late third century onwards. At present, the most that can be said with any
certainty is that the fort belongs to an undefined date in the late third
century, and is thus separate from the initial group comprising Brancaster,
Caister-on-Sea and Reculver, which originated in the early third century
and are notable for their ‘traditional’ defensive architecture.**

The coins prove occupation of Othona during the fourth century,
although whether this occupation was continuous or sporadic (the latter
being demonstrably the case at Portchester) cannot be established
from the coinage alone. The presence of coins of Honorius and Arcadius
indicates that the fort had some form of occupation until close to the end
of formal Roman rule in Britain. The other artefactual evidence from the
site bears out this general picture, being of late third- and fourth-century
date. Of the garrison itself, little is known. The Notitia Dignitatum records
it as being the numerus Fortensium, a light cavalry unit. This began life as
avexillation (detachment) from Legio II Traiana, which was honoured on
coins of the Gallic emperor Victorinus alongside other continental legions.
Gallienus is thought to have created two other cavalry units stationed at
the Shore Fort, the equites Dalmatae Brandodunenses (Brancaster) and
equites Stablesiani Garionnonenses (Burgh Castle), which he moved to
Britain after the collapse of the Gallic Empire in 274. It is quite possible,
therefore, that the numerus Fortenses was also deployed to Britain from
the continent at a similar time and was the original garrison at Bradwell.
Writing on Othona in the 1860s, Lewin suggested that its garrison
numbered between 500 and 1000, which is to say a full-size auxillary
millenaria regiment. More recently, however, suggestions have been
made that some of the northern frontier forts were garrisoned by no more
than 100 men, and although this idea is now questioned, we should
nevertheless be open to the possibility that a similar ‘caretaker’ force may
have occupied Othona, at least at times.**

Othona was a formidable site, as imposing as any of its counterparts
around the Saxon Shore, however, its function (or functions) remain
speculation. The precise nature of the litus Saxonicum as listed in the
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Notitia Dignitatum, and thus the role of the Shore Forts, has been a subject
of discussion since the sixteenth century. In the introduction to Panciroli’s
1593 edition of the Notitia, the litus Saxonicum was envisaged as a
coastline settled by the Saxons, as opposed to one invaded by them.
However, the prevailing view quickly changed to that of the Shore Forts
as a defence against barbarian piracy. This was first given expression by
Camden, who wrote of the ‘depredations and robberies of Barbarians, but
of Saxons especially, who grievously infested Britaine’.** Camden never
gave the reasoning behind his interpretation, but although historic and
modern scholarship have offered alternative theories, the idea of a British
coast under barbarian attack endures as the most popular explanation of
the Saxon Shore. The sixteenth-century scholarship which identified the
physical remains at Bradwell as belonging to Othona is, therefore,
inextricably linked to the popular interpretation of its function which
prevails to this day. In the nineteenth century, the publications by Roach
Smith and Lewin about the rediscovery of Othona show unqualified
acceptance of the anti-piracy theme, their reading of the evidence being
laced through by this idea.

The anti-piracy interpretation has been given its fullest expression
in Stephen Johnson’s Roman Forts of the Saxon Shore. Although published
in 1976 and thus now over two generations old, this text remains highly
influential. There are, however, multiple problems with this theory.*
Most fundamentally, the evidence for barbarian coastal raiding — both
historical and archaeological - is very slight. There is nothing that proves
large-scale or persistent coastal attacks in the late Roman period, while
many scholars now posit that the Germanic ‘conquest’ of England from
the fifth century onwards did not involve mass migrations but instead was
achieved by small numbers and a relatively acquiescent native
population.*® The capacity of barbarian peoples to mount seaborne
attacks on Britannia and Gaul has also been questioned,*” while the
geographic positioning of the Shore Forts lacks logic as a defensive
scheme, especially when their piecemeal abandonment from the mid-
fourth century onwards is considered.*

The revisionist position is that much of the coastal network around
Britain was never intended to combat piracy from the outset — if indeed
at any point in its operation. Such theories take two principal forms.
Some scholars envisage the Shore Forts as defences against Rome,
originating as a Carausian—Allectan project designed to safeguard their
breakaway regime of 286-96.* Others see no connection to defence at
all, regarding them instead as links in a military logistical network,
connecting southern Britain with the northern frontier and the Rhineland
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provinces.*® Such ideas are not mutually exclusive. It is quite possible, for
example, that a defensive scheme created by Carausius and Allectus was
put to a different use by Constantius and his successors, after their
recapture of the British province. Over the course of the fourth century, a
hybrid or changing role seems quite plausible, while individual sites may
have had distinct functions.

This fundamental question is far from settled, nor in fact is it ever
likely to be definitively answered. The historical sources are as ambiguous
to us as they were to the early antiquarians, while archaeology cannot
conclusively resolve the issue. Recent research into the Shore Forts
certainly offers little that would advance the present discussion. At
Richborough, excavations have examined the fallen east wall,”' while a
geophysical survey inside Pevensey’s Roman defences has revealed a
number of features, though whether these are of Roman, Saxon or later
date is presently unclear.> At Burgh Castle a community project has
investigated the vicus through geophysics, the results indicating a planned
layout with no occupation phases preceding the Shore Fort.*>® Elsewhere,
excavations at the church of St John the Baptist, Reedham, have confirmed
the presence of Roman structures, reinforcing its interpretation as a
lighthouse or watchtower on the Great Estuary, contemporary with Burgh
Castle and Caister-on-Sea.** Meanwhile, the published synthesis on the
Roman town of Great Chesterford indicates that it developed a significant
regional role in the mid- to late fourth century, with the construction of
massive masonry walls around the urban core. The authors argue that
these were defensive in nature (as opposed to the alternative, an
expression of civic pride), and may have enabled the town to act as a
military base and a supply depot. As such, along with Cambridge (also
provided with defences in the fourth century), Great Chesterford could
have been an inland component of the Saxon Shore, guarding the East
Anglian interior.>® Once again this idea is open to debate, but it certainly
emphasises the necessity of considering the Shore Forts within wider
geographical contexts.

While the Shore Forts’ primary function must remain opaque, it is
more feasible to make comment about other aspects of these sites, in
particular about their economic role. The forts were mainly positioned in
marginal, isolated places, often with little existing settlement. Othona is
a case in point, illustrating the way that a new fort stimulated activity in
its environs and linked the district into wider trade and logistical
networks. Prior to the late third century, there is little evidence for
anything more than a background level of Roman activity on the Dengie
Peninsula as a whole, with small dispersed occupation sites present on
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the drier land.*® Such settlement existed alongside exploitation of the
intertidal margins for salt production, this being part of a regional
industry which extended across much of the East Anglian coastal zone.*”
Its presence is attested by numerous ‘red hills’ or salterns, comprising low,
often extensive, mounds or surface spreads of red burnt soils. At a regional
level, this industry was of long standing, spanning late prehistory to the
end of the Roman period. At the present time it is not known exactly how
salt production on the Dengie Peninsula related chronologically to
Othona, though the assumption is that it coincided. However, at least
some of the salterns pre-dated Othona by several centuries, as
demonstrated by excavation of one example to the south-west of the fort;
this proved to be a relatively short-lived site of Late Iron Age date (for the
location of red hills see Figure 3.2 in following chapter).®

The coins and other material culture from the fort and its immediate
environs strongly indicate that there was no significant occupation of
the site prior to the building of Othona. Its construction was therefore
a step-change, transforming an area of marginal coastal land into a
major building site. Critically, too, over the longer term it introduced a
sizeable military presence into a region that lay firmly within Britannia’s
‘Civilian Zone’, having been demilitarised since the later first century.
Exactly how this influenced the wider pattern of settlement and industry
on the peninsula must await further archaeological research, but it is
already clear that it brought considerable change within the fort’s
immediate extramural zone.

The character of this zone is not yet fully understood, so it remains
an open question as to how much of what went on there was settlement
and how much was simply ‘activity’ associated with the functioning of
the fort. Nevertheless, what evidence has been recovered so far points
strongly towards a focus on butchery and meat production. The
abundance of animal bone unearthed during the 1860s was initially
commented upon by Roach Smith and Lewin, the latter painting a picture
of a garrison living handsomely off the products of hunting in the
Essex forests. The recent evaluation trenches on the Othona Community
site have also produced large quantity of animal bone, with evidence for
primary butchery, mainly of cattle. The enclosures that have been
detected by these trenches, and more widely by geophysics in the
extramural area, could potentially have been animal corrals.>® As such, a
rather less romantic conclusion to that of Lewin needs to be preferred,
namely that the garrison was engaged with large-scale meat production.

Such evidence has parallels at some of the other Shore Forts. Large
assemblages of animal bones have been recovered from Brancaster,
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Caister-on-Sea and Burgh Castle, with specific areas for butchery having
been identified within the vicus at first of these sites.®® At Caister-on-Sea,
‘Building 1’ inside the fort is suggested as the place of butchery, while the
adjacent ‘Building 2’ had a series of small ‘rooms’ lined with waterproof
opus signinum plaster which may have served as tannery tanks. At all
three forts there is a bias towards the non-meat-bearing bones, suggesting
that the product of the butchery (in other words, the main joints) was
going elsewhere.®! When coupled with the evidence for salt production in
their environs, there is a clear case to be made for the East Anglian
Shore Forts having an important — and perhaps even a primary - role in
the production and trans-shipment of meat. The Roman army had a vast
requirement for meat, as well as for other animal products such as hides
and gut. Sites such as Othona would have been ideally placed to serve as
collecting and processing points, supplying the northern British forts and
those on the Lower Rhine frontier. Similarly, large butchery assemblages
have been found at other military sites with access to Britain’s east coast:
for example, from the late fourth-century phase at Binchester (County
Durham) on the River Wear.®? These too may have contributed to a widely
dispersed, long-distance military supply network.

Whether meat production was Othona’s principal function, one of
several specialisms at the site, or simply an activity that was ancillary to a
defensive coastal fort, requires greater archaeological research.®
Similarly, more data is required to better understand the economic
connections of the site, which was not only a producer but also a
consumer. Some hints of these connections are already provided by the
construction materials used in the fort defences and other buildings. Most
of the stone for the defences was locally sourced, but the large blocks of
Lincolnshire Limestone that were rebuilt into St Peter’s Chapel are clearly
of Roman date, and are a good match with Ketton Stone from Rutland.
Meanwhile, as discussed above, some of the tile present on the site was
from Bedfordshire. These long-distance connections may have been
short-lived, confined only to the construction period. Nevertheless, their
existence, along with evidence from elsewhere in Roman Britain for the
long-distance movement of other commodities — for example BB1 pottery
—isindicative of the complex and widespread networks into which coastal
sites were integrated.®

Given the relatively slight archaeological evidence from the site, it
is difficult to reach any detailed conclusion about its abandonment. As
noted above, the coin sequence points towards a presence at the fort until
at least the end of the fourth century, though only a small proportion
of the coin assemblage is made up of such late issues and none comes
from a stratified archaeological context. The date of the pottery
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supports this to an extent, six contexts from the 2009 excavation of the
Othona Community site containing pottery of the second half of the
fourth century.® It is logical to assume that if there was activity in the
extramural area, then the fort itself was occupied and active.

The decommissioning of the Shore Fort group as a whole was a
piecemeal affair. Large-scale occupation at Lympne ended shortly after
350, while the garrison at Reculver was withdrawn c. 360. Caister-on-Sea
and Burgh Castle were both abandoned about the year 380. The use of
other sites such as Brancaster, Richborough and Portchester extended at
least to the end of the fourth century and perhaps beyond. The evidence
from Bradwell suggests that it was one of the latest of the coastal sites on
the south and east coast of Britain to be occupied, and thus presumably
was deemed one of the more significant or useful parts of the group. Of the
final date of Othona’s abandonment, and any continued occupation into
the early Saxon period, nothing is known. There are no signs of any violent
destruction of the fort, and the Victorian interpretation of some of the
burials within the fort as resulting from conflict can almost certainly be
dismissed. A deliberate decommissioning seems far more likely, involving
a substantial reduction, or complete removal, of the garrison. This event
would presumably have been accompanied by cessation of activity in the
extramural area and the demise of any reliant settlement. The Colchester
Museum catalogue dates two brooches to the late fifth century but
identified no objects that would bridge the gap from the early parts of the
century. Similarly, the excavated pottery assemblage also lacks late Roman
imports, and thus does not evidence any continuity into the fifth century.

Numerous questions remain about Roman Bradwell, but the
research for this chapter indicates that there is great potential to answer
them. In terms of sources of data that are already accessible, re-
examination of the coins may perhaps refine our understanding of the
site’s construction and occupation, while a modern analysis of the other
artefacts in the Colchester Museum collection would doubtless enhance
the existing commentary. The current catalogue was created in the 1940s,
and artefact typologies have advanced significantly since that time. The
military brooches (see Figure 2.7) are of particular interest, given that
they have the potential to inform us about the higher-status occupants of
the fort, and perhaps even about the presence of Germanic mercenaries.®
The 1940s catalogue also did not attempt to distinguish between iron
objects of Roman, Saxon and later periods; this too might now be possible.

In archaeological terms, and despite the above-ground destruction
of the defences, it is also evident that this is a landscape that is ripe
for further investigation. Inside the fort, there is a good prospect for
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Figure 2.7 Military metalwork recovered during the 1864 investigations
of Othona: (1) brooch with broad fluted bow and strong central rib;
(2) head of brooch of ‘light crossbow pattern’; (3) corroded brooch of
‘heavy crossbow type’. Not to scale. Descriptions taken from the Colchester
Museum catalogue (Borough of Colchester 1947/48).

undisturbed archaeology to survive in the gaps between Oxley Parker’s
trenches.®” Modern excavations elsewhere — for example those of Insula IX
at Silchester — demonstrate how much archaeology survives within sites
that had supposedly been completely ‘dug out’ by the Victorians. Meanwhile,
the extramural area seems comparatively undisturbed, the archaeological
work undertaken here from the 1990s demonstrating that fieldwalking,
geophysics and field excavation are all extremely productive. An integrated
research project, looking inside and outside the defences, and encompassing
both archaeology and artefacts, therefore has great potential to increase
our understanding of the nature of the fort and its occupation, as well as
about subsequent phases of this highly significant site.

Notes

1 Camden 1610.

2 Onthe reuse of Roman stone from Othona within religious and secular buildings on the Dengie
Peninsula see Allen and Fulford 1999.

3 Cited in Walford 1812, 149.
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Stukeley 1776, 126-33; Moll 1724. See also Hoggett, in this volume.

Roach Smith 1865, vol. 1 (for January—June inclusive), 67-71. The report submitted by Roach
Smith referred to a meeting on the site on 26 October 1864.

The small finds recovered during the excavations were lent by Mr Christopher Parker to the
Colchester Museum in 1905. These were returned to the Parker family again in 1917, before
being permanently bequeathed to the same museum in 1947, where they still remain. This
acquisition complemented a collection of 29 coins from the Bradwell fort which the museum
had purchased from the Count de la Chapelle in 1937. A description and illustration of the
principal artefacts is given in the annual report for the museum: Borough of Colchester
1947/48, 20-30.

For Spurrell’s comments see Roach Smith 1865, vol. 1, 70.

Roach Smith 1865, vol. 1, 68.

This is slightly surprising, as some local publications of the mid-nineteenth century (for
example, White’s Directory of Essex, 1848; https://historyhouse.co.uk/placeB/essexb24a.html
[accessed 8 March 2022]) still cited Camden and Holland’s assertions about Othona being at
Bradwell. The identification of St Peter’s Chapel appears to have been more durable. It is
marked on maps of Essex including those by Saxton (1576), Moll (1724) and Cary (1798).
Even so, its date was clearly uncertain: Chancellor (1877) published his conclusion that the
building dated to the latter end of the twelfth century and was built for ecclesiastical purposes.
See Bettley, in this volume.

Lewin 1867.

Lewin 1867, 440.

Twenty-nine more coins were bought from the count by the museum, ranging from Claudius II
to Arcadius. The count’s records were acquired by the museum within the papers of the noted
Colchester archaeologist Philip Laver: Borough of Colchester 1947/48, 29.

Powell 1963, 54 and fig. 14; Rodwell 1976.

Medlycott 1991, 1994; Sparrow 2009, 2011.

Wartime contravention work involved the construction of anti-tank ditches and pillboxes.
The location of many of these works is not known, although anti-tank ditches were identified
at the Othona Community site (Medlycott 1994) and by the geophysical survey (Wardill 2000).
The levelling of the site by the farmer is noted by Lavender (2000, 5).

Powell 1963, fig. 14; Lewin 1867, 442, records the thickness of the superstructure as ‘about
12 feet’ (3.6m).

Pearson 2003, Appendix 1. On the fabric of the chapel see Andrews, in this volume.

Powell 1963, fig. 13.

Powell 1963, 53. The details about Othona are given in the entry for Bradwell on Sea.

Air Photo Services 1999, Fig. 2.

Wardell 2000.

These conclusions do not entirely agree with the 1867 plan, which depicts at least some
surviving masonry around the north-east angle, and at the east end of the north wall.

Roach Smith 1865, vol. 1, 69.

Pearson 2002a, Chapter 7.

Air Photo Services 1999. Other than in the area within the Roman fort, all recorded features
were natural.

The geophysical of the fort comprised an area of 3.6ha; Area ‘A’ comprised 0.8ha and Area ‘B’
1.4ha.

Germany 2000; Lavender 2000, fig. 1, for survey areas. An intensive fieldwalking survey of
16 hectares (20 per cent coverage by area) took place over the scheduled area of the fort and
its immediate environs. Some 35ha of arable land to the west of the chapel and fort were also
investigated by transect, but at a lower (10 per cent) coverage by area. The mudflats to the east
of the fort were examined by a cursory walkover.

Rodwell 1976, 238.

See Rippon, in this volume, for the suggestion this may have been material tipped there during
the construction of a new sea wall.

Medlycott 1991, 1994; Sparrow 2009, 2011.

The assemblage, though a small sample, suggests that activity on the site commenced ‘in the
mid third century’: Sparrow 2009, 12. This potentially draws the construction date of the fort
somewhat earlier than the Carausian period.
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The Colchester Museum catalogue of the Oxley Parker collection notes that most of the pottery
was of fourth-century date.

Charge 1995, 56-9; Germany 2000, 11.

Medlycott 1991.

These features are recorded in the Essex Historic Environment Record as EHER 2027 (road),
EHER 2069 (field system immediately adjacent to the road) and EHER 2068 (field system
further to the north).

The Blackfriars I vessel was a second-century ship discovered on the Thames foreshore during
the construction of a new riverside wall in the City of London in 1962. It belongs to the
Romano-Celtic (or Gallo-Roman) tradition of boat-building. It was a small single-masted
sailing vessel, able to operate both in rivers and on coastal voyages, and capable of carrying a
maximum cargo of about 50 tonnes (Marsden 1994).

Pearson 2003, 94-9 and Appendix 2.

Breeze 1984, 269.

The list of coins is summarised in Powell 1963 and given in somewhat more detail in the
Colchester Museum catalogue: Borough of Colchester 1947/48, 25-6.

Casey 1994, Chapter 9. Casey’s caution was justified, as his analysis suggested Pevensey as a
pre-Carausian project, when subsequent excavations have dated the southern defences’
construction to 293: Fulford and Tyers 1995.

Sparrow 2009, 11.

Johnson’s (1976) articulation of the Shore Fort scheme saw the building of the forts as
sequential, beginning with Brancaster and Reculver, whose construction is proven in the early
third century, and whose defensive architecture continued in the traditions of second-century
fort-building. The second phase of Shore Fort construction followed a typological progression,
and was seen to begin with Burgh Castle and Dover, built no earlier than the reign of Gallienus
(253-68). These rather imperfectly incorporate external bastions and were seen as a
transitional phase in fort design. It was then suggested that the remaining forts were built in
close succession, beginning with Richborough from c. 275. Johnson considered Bradwell to fall
within this group of architecturally advanced fortifications.

The idea of very light garrisoning of the northern frontier is found in James 1984. For
subsequent counter arguments see Hodgson and Bidwell 2004.

Camden 1586.

For recent summaries of the debate, see Pearson 2002a, Chapter 6, and Pearson 2005, 2006.
Esmonde Cleary 1989, 204; Higham 1992.

Wood 1990.

For a summary of the recent debate on the Shore Forts, see Pearson 2005, 2006.

This is an idea first proposed by White (1961), whose rather unfashionable theory has been
revived and refined by Fulford and Tyers (1995), in the light of their determination of
Pevensey’s construction date as c. 293.

For example, Cotterill 1993.

Wilmott and Smither 2020.

Chaussée 2019.

Bescoby 2016.

Lyons 2019.

Medlycott 2011, 115-16 and fig. 7.9.

Cropmark evidence suggests that there are at least three or four Roman farms within the
proposed Bradwell B land-take. Archaeological evaluation of these has yet to commence
(Maria Medlycott, personal communication).

Fawn et al. 1990; see also Jones and Mattingly 1990, map 6:43.

Ennis and Atkinson 2013.

Sparrow 2009.

Hinchcliffe and Sparey-Green 1985, 176-7.

Pearson 2002a, 160.

Petts 2013.

The excavations at Caister-on-Sea, for example, have not only revealed evidence for industrial-
scale butchery but have also recovered evidence for the production of grey mortaria.

On the distribution of BB1 pottery see Allen and Fulford 1996. The Colchester Museum
catalogue of Oxley Parker’s finds describes, among other objects, three spindle whorls of
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Kimmeridge shale, a fragment from the edge of a moulded slab or tablet of Purbeck marble and
two pieces of white marble sheathing from a building.

65 Sparrow 2009, 11.

66  See, for example, the work of Swift 2000, which employs military badges of office (brooches
and belt sets) as a means of tracing the movement of personnel on the Roman frontiers.
This study demonstrates the increasing importance of Germanic-style culture even in the
fourth century.

67 Oxley Parker’s trenches in the fort interior were never drawn on plan, but it is known that they
were set out in parallel on an east-west alignment and ‘10 to 20 ft apart’ (Chancellor 1877).
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3

Dengie, Ythancaestir and Othona:
The early medieval landscape context
of St Peter-on-the-Wall

Stephen Rippon

Introduction

Bede’s account of St Cedd’s foundation of a church at Ythancastir in 653
records how it lay on the banks of the River Pant — the Old English (OE) name
for the Blackwater — but tells us nothing else about the landscape within
which it lay.! We know that Ythanceestir, in the later parish of Bradwell on
Sea, lay at the eastern tip of a long peninsula of dryland that extended far out
into former saltmarshes on what today is a particularly remote part of the
Essex coast. In addition to St Peter’s Chapel itself, this landscape is of
particular interest because of two relatively early Anglo-Saxon charters. The
first is clearly a forgery that purports to record that King Zthelbert of Kent
gave Tillingham (immediately south of Bradwell on Sea) to Mellitus, bishop
of London, in 604x616.? The second - clearly genuine — charter records that
a hundred years later King Sweefred of the East Saxons granted 70 cassati
[hides] in the regio called Deningei to Ingwald, who was bishop of London
some time between 705 and 745 (the date probably being towards the start
of that period).® Together, these charters are the starting point for
reconstructing the landscape context of Ythancestir, which appears to have
been part of an early folk territory covering around 340km?.

The landscape context of Ythancaestir

We can say something about the landscape around Ythancastir by
mapping its topography, geology and soils, as well as the results of
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archaeological surveys.* These show that the fort of Othona and
church at Ythancastir lay close to the eastern end of a long, narrow
peninsula of sand and gravel overlying London Clay, the eastern end
of which has been lost to later erosion (Figures 3.1 and 3.2). It is
reported that when a Second World War bomb fell into the intertidal
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Figure 3.1 (Top) the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms of eastern England and the
boundary zones between them, with the possible early folk territories
within the East Saxon kingdom (after Rippon 2018a); and (bottom) the
postulated boundaries of the regio called Deningei and its major geology/
soil types, with places referred to in the early part of this chapter. Drawn
by the author.
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Figure 3.2 The landscape context of Othona and Ythancastir. Drawn by
the author.

mud a quarter of a mile east of the fort, the crater revealed a solid
mass of masonry which was regarded as Roman. This structure lies too
far east to have been the eastern wall of the fort, and it has been
suggested that it was a harbour-related structure.® Kevin Bruce,
however, suggests (personal communication) that it could be material
tipped there during the construction of a new sea wall. The contractors
apparently approached Oxley Parker — the owner of Eastlands Farm —
for permission to dig soil from his land around St Peter’s Chapel, and
this is what led to the discovery of the Roman fort and Oxley Parker’s
subsequent excavations. The reclamation scheme was abandoned, but
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this may explain why the Ordnance Survey first-edition six-inch maps
of the 1880s show an east-west linear spread of debris at this location
called Tip Head.

The peninsula was surrounded by intertidal saltmarshes and
mudflats, with substantial tidal creeks both to the north (between East
Hall and Weymarks Farm) and directly south of the fort at Othona, which
could have provided sheltered landing places for small boats.® These
wetlands either side of the peninsula could not have been cultivated - as
they would have been regularly flooded by the sea — but will have afforded
rich grazing land and the opportunity to extract salt from seawater, while
areas lower down the intertidal zone provided the ideal environment for
the construction of fish-traps (see below).

The derivation of the name Ythancastir is well known, the OE Ythan
being derived from the Roman Othona with the OE caster being a
common suffix used for Roman sites.” Othona, however, ‘is a very
problematic name’,® although Breeze has recently suggested that Oth-
may be a corruption of oct-, derived from the British oeth, which means
‘what is difficult to achieve or obtain; something that is hard to find’; if
this were extended to ‘a place hard to reach’ then it fits the seventh-
century experience of the location of Othona/Ythancestir perfectly, as
that was a period when virtually all travel will have been on foot.’

The wider context of Ythanceestir: the East Saxon
kingdom and its regiones

The context of Cedd’s foundation of a church at Ythancastir was an East
Saxon kingdom that first converted to Christianity under King Sabert in
604 (when London was chosen as the location for Bishop Mellitus’s
church of St Paul), but which then apostatised in 616-17, when Sabert
died and his three sons expelled Mellitus.”” In 653 the East Saxon King
Sigebert appointed Cedd as bishop, who, Bede tells us, ‘established
churches in several places’, especially in the city called Ythancestir and
also Tilaburg (Tilbury, on the north bank of the Thames).!! While Cedd
was bishop of the East Saxons he often revisited his home kingdom of
Northumbria, where he founded a church at Lastingham in Yorkshire,
where he died of the plague in 664.'% Bede tells us that when the brothers
of Cedd’s monastery in the kingdom of the East Saxons heard that their
founder had died and been buried in Northumbria, about 30 of them
left their monastery and went to Lastingham, where they too died of
plague. Note that Bede does not actually say which of Cedd’s churches the
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30 brethren came from, or that the entire community of that unnamed
church left for Lastingham (an important point when considering whether
Ythancastir was deserted in 664: see below).

The extent of the East Saxon kingdom is far from clear, but based
upon a wide range of archaeological and documentary evidence it
appears to have embraced the later counties of Essex, Middlesex, southern
Suffolk and most of Hertfordshire (Figure 3.1).'® It was bounded by
water on two sides — the North Sea to the east, and the Thames Estuary
to the south — and had extensively wooded high ground to the west
(the Chiltern Hills) and north (the high Boulder Clay plateau of north-
west Essex and south-west Suffolk). Charters such as King Swaefred’s gift
of 70 cassati in the regio called Deningei show how Anglo-Saxon kingdoms
were divided up into smaller districts sometimes referred to as regiones or
pagi. In 704x709, for example, King Offa of the East Saxons granted
Wealdhere, bishop of London, land in the pagus of Hemele (Hemel
Hempstead, in the Vale of St Albans, Hertfordshire: S.1784).'* Pagus was
a term used in the Roman period to refer to small districts (within larger
administrative regions known as civitates), of which there is a single
documented example from Roman Britain: a wooden writing tablet from
London referring to an area of woodland in ‘the pagus Dibussu in the
civitas of the Cantiaci’.'®

These regiones were folk-based territories as is reflected in the
small number of examples where we know their original names. The
pagus of Hemele, for example, is derived from the Old English district
name hamol, ‘the broken country’,'® while the two other East Saxon
early folk territory names for which we have contemporary references
contain place names containing ingas: the regiones of Deningei and
Geddinges (Yeading, in Middlesex).!” Of the 22 early folk territories that
can be reconstructed in the East Saxon kingdom fifteen have evidence
in later sources for folk names containing -ingas (such as the Rodings),
while another has a cluster of place names that include the personal
name element Tolla.'®

In a seminal study Steven Bassett attempted to reconstruct one of
these districts whose name survives in the group of eight parishes and
sixteen Domesday manors named Roding (OE Rodinges, derived from
OE personal name Hrotha + ingas, giving *Hrothingas, ‘the people of
Hrotha’).'” Bassett skilfully used a wide range of documentary sources
to show how these parishes once formed a single early medieval
territory, but he made a mistake in assuming that its extent was limited
to that group of parishes. In contrast, a study of the wider landscape
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that looked beyond the cluster of Roding place names reveals a web of
territorial connections that extended well to the south and embraced
the whole river valley. The result is an early folk territory covering in the
region of 285km? that was bounded by interfluvial areas with poorly
drained soils that as late as the eighteenth century included large areas
of unenclosed common land.*

Across the East Saxon kingdom, the 22 early folk territories that
can be reconstructed have an average area of around 350km? (the
range being 104-692km?).2! This suggests that in the average-sized
early folk territory most people will have lived no more than around
20 km (12 miles) from its central point. Although it is difficult to know
how far someone in the past could have travelled in a day — due to
variations in topography, road conditions, what they were carrying
and whether they were on foot, on horseback or accompanied by a
packhorse, ox- or horse-drawn cart — various strands of evidence
suggest a figure of c. 20km. The Antonine Itinerary, for example,
suggests that many Romano-British mansiones — official buildings
whose roles included providing overnight accommodation for Imperial
officials — were around 12 to 15 Roman miles apart (18-22km),
although they will have been linked by well-made roads that were
relatively easy to walk on.?* In the nineteenth century it was said that
people would travel up to 6 or 7 miles to get to a market town in a day
(in other words, a round trip of 12-14 miles [19-23km]).?* It seems
likely, therefore, that in an average-sized early folk territory of around
350km? most people could have walked to a communal gathering at
the centre of the territory in one day, although not all would have been
able to go home the same day.

Reconstructing the regio of Deningei

Reconstructing the extent of the regio of Deningei (Figure 3.3) involves
the integration of a wide range of sources within a spatial framework
provided by historical maps. We do not know how large the regio was,
although it was clearly greater than the 70 cassati that King Swaefred
of the East Saxons granted to Ingwald in the early eighth century. The
name Deningei is formed from the OE personal name Dzni and the
place-name element &g (‘island’) suggesting that it meant ‘the island
named after Deeni’.?* Deningei must have referred to the peninsula of
land - which went on to become Dengie Hundred - that was
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surrounded by water on three sides, with the Blackwater Estuary to
the north, the North Sea to the east and the Crouch Estuary to the
south. To the west (in Chelmsford Hundred) lay the high ground of
Danbury, whose place name also includes the OE personal name Dzni.
The earliest form of Danbury is its spelling in Domesday Book —
Danengeberiam — which is derived from Dzni + ingas (giving the OE folk
name Dznningas) and OE byrig (burh, meaning a defended enclosure,
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here referring to an Iron Age hill fort), giving ‘the stronghold occupied
by the Dznningas’.*® In the thirteenth century the Danbury Hills
were known as the forest of Danegris, derived from Danningas + OE
hris (shrubs, brushwood).?® Taken altogether, this group of closely
related place names suggest that the regio (district) called Deningei
corresponded to the modern Dengie Peninsula at least as far west
as the Danbury Hills (the forest of Danegris), was named after
someone called Deni, and was occupied by a community known as the
Danningas.

Although this area was known as the Danesie, Denegeia and finally
Dengie Hundred from the late twelfth century, in Domesday it was
described as Witbrictesherna Hundred. This may be derived from the OE
personal name Wihtbeorht + -hyrne, hence ‘Wihtbeorht’s corner’,
although Anderson suggests the second part is derived from the OE
-pyrne (hence ‘Wihtbeorht’s thorn bush’).?” Presumably, the late twelfth-
century name was a reversion to its pre-Domesday form. In addition to
the personal name Dani, commemorated in the names of the regio and
Danbury, a complex web of territorial links connected the lowlands of the
Dengie Peninsula with both the coastal marshland to the east and the
wooded heaths to the west (Figure 3.3). Asheldham, Dengie, Mayland
and St Lawrence parishes, as well as Stansgate manor in Steeple,?® and
Bacons manor in Bradwell,? all had detached parcels down on the coastal
marshes. Looking westwards, Purleigh had several detached parcels up
on the Danbury Hills (including Gibcracks). These detached parochial
parcels presumably resulted from the dividing up of what had been
common land, with each community holding rights in the common
receiving a parcel of land following its enclosure. Domesday Book makes
an oblique reference to this intercommoning of the coastal marshes
through a unique feature of the Essex folios: inclusion of ‘pasture
for X sheep’.’® The extent of these pastures must have been vast, as
Southminster, for example, had ‘pasture for 1,300 sheep’.?! It is curious
that several manors in eastern parts of the Dengie Peninsula had
‘woodland for pigs’ (Table 3.1). It seems highly unlikely that there was
extensive woodland on the light, easily cultivated soils of Bradwell on
Sea — an area that was almost devoid of woodland by 1777 — and it is
tempting to see this ‘woodland for pigs’ as lying up on the Danbury Hills
(aremnant of when lowland parishes held grazing rights in the communal
wood-pasture there).

Another feature of the landscape suggesting that the various
parishes within the Dengie Peninsula were once part of a single
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territory is the way that their boundaries zigzag through fields,
suggesting that they were created after the fieldscape. This is in sharp
contrast to the long, sinuous watershed boundaries that mark the
postulated southern and western edges of the regio of Deningei (see
below) as well as other early folk territories such as the Rodings (see
above). The western boundary of Dengie/Witbrictesherna Hundred —
which lay to the east of the Danbury Hills — also zigzags through the
historic landscape, and in some places even cuts diagonally across
fields in a way that suggests it was a relatively recent creation.*? The
hundred boundary also divides a group of parishes called Woodham,
while another curiosity is the way that lowland Purleigh (in Dengie
Hundred) had detached parcels up on the Danbury Hills (in the
neighbouring Chelmsford Hundred). Along with the sharing of the
personal name Dani in Deningei and Danbury, this clearly establishes
that the regio of Deningei extended at least as far as the Danbury Hills
(embracing part of what in Domesday had become Chelmsford
Hundred).

In addition to thirteenth- to sixteenth-century references to the
‘forest of Danegris’,* there are various indications that the Danbury
Hills were covered in extensive woodland, wood pasture and heathland.
The 1777 map of Essex, for example, shows extensive woodland and
unenclosed common stretching across the Danbury Hills from Woodham
Walter, in the north, through Danbury, Woodham Mortimer, Hazeleigh
and Purleigh to Woodham Ferris, to the south. To this concentration of
woodland-related place names can be added the OE léah in Rugley
Green in Purleigh, Colickey Green in Woodham Walter [Curlai in
Domesday] and Studly in Woodham Ferris [Estolleia in Domesday]. The
OE wuda in these Woodham parish names is clearly associated with
woodland. Wudaham is documented in two charters of 962x991 and
1000x1002,%** and the three vills in Domesday are simply called Odeham/
Udeham/Wdeham.*> Birchwood Farm in Purleigh was probably the
home of Saier atte Birchwode in 1342,% birch being a typical heathland
tree in this region. The name Gibcrack — one of the detached parcels of
Purleigh, which lies immediately west of Bicknacre and Danbury
Commons — suggests a ‘flimsily built house™” as might be expected in a
woodland assart.

The earliest maps showing the field boundary patterns across this
entire area date to the nineteenth century, by which time some areas that
had been common in 1777 were enclosed, with the resulting field
boundaries being characterised by long straight lines and exact right-
angled corners. Other areas with these carefully planned field boundary
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patterns are probably former commons enclosed in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. Even today, the Danbury Hills are cloaked with
extensive areas of woodland, wood pasture and heathland, and this
makes them a prominent feature looming up above the surrounding low-
lying claylands.

The south-western limit of the regio of Deningei probably lay along
a remarkably long, sinuous field boundary between Rettendon and
Runwell that clearly pre-dates the adjacent fields. (Rettendon also has a
detached parcel between East Hanningfield and Woodham Ferrers to the
north.) Although Kemble made a case for the western limit of the regio
of Deningei running across the Danbury Hills, there are a number of
territorial links that extend across the Danbury Hills and down into the
Sandon Valley.*® Purleigh, to the east of the Danbury Hills, for example,
had a large detached parcel in Sandon, while Danbury parish — whose
church lay up on the Danbury Hills — extended across the Sandon Brook
as far as the River Chelmer (and this large detached parcel divided Little
Baddow from Great Baddow).

The Sandon Valley contained seven parishes: Little Baddow, Great
Baddow, Sandon and Danbury, as well as East, South and West Hanningfield.
The place name Hanningfield - ‘open country of the Haningas, the people
called after Hana™ — is consciously drawing a very sharp contrast with the
woodland-dominated Danbury Hills to the east. The boundaries between
these Sandon Valley parishes all zigzag through the historic landscape and
are clearly relatively recent, while the way that Great and Little Baddow are
separated by Danbury also suggests these parishes were all once part of the
same territory. In contrast to the zigzagging boundaries within this block of
parishes, the western edges of Great Baddow, West Hanningfield and South
Hanningfield follow a long, sinuous, watershed boundary that runs along a
range of hills south of Chelmsford. These hills represent some of the highest
ground in southern Essex, which in 1777 was still relatively well wooded
and partly unenclosed.*

The high ground marking the southern watershed of the Sandon
Valley was also covered by a series of commons in 1777.*! There were also
stretches of long, sinuous parish boundary that appear to be relatively
early features within the landscape, including the southern boundary
of East Hanningfield that ran along the edge of Rettendon Great and
Little Commons. Where other parish boundaries zigzag through the
landscape it is because they post-date the enclosure of former commons
(for example, the southern edge of South Hanningfield). As late as 1777
these hills were also more wooded than the adjacent lower-lying areas,
and an analysis of the field boundary patterns suggests that there was
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once an almost continuous belt of unenclosed common and woodland
stretching from the Danbury Hills across the high ground south of the
Hanningfields and then over the hills south of Chelmsford. Overall, while
the Sandon Valley was a compact and clearly defined territory — probably
occupied by a group identifying themselves as the Haningas — it appears
to have been part of the regio of the Deningei. This gives an early folk
territory of around 340km?, making it very close to the average for the
East Saxon kingdom.

Central places within the landscape

Across the East Saxon kingdom, early folk territories contained places
with central place functions such as a royal vill, early church and
communal meeting place. The development of towns from the tenth
century onwards saw these central place functions consolidated into
single places, before which they were often in separate locations.* The
only excavated royal vill in the East Saxon kingdom is at Bonhunt Farm in
Wicken Bonhunt.* This was part of a polyfocal cluster of central places in
the Granta Valley with the meeting place of Uttlesford Hundred being at
Mutlow Hill overlooking ‘Uda’s ford’ (now Uttlesford Bridge, in Wendens
Ambo), 3km north of Bonhunt Farm.* Nearby Newport — the ‘new town’,
1km north-east of Bonhunt Farm — was a royal manor in Domesday that
paid two knights’ service.** Although Newport was once thought to have
been the Edwardian burh of Wiginamere, this has now been rejected,* but
it may have been Edward the Confessor’s mint of Nipeport.*” Although the
present structure of Newport church is thirteenth-century, its cruciform
plan is suggestive of an early medieval minster,* and a fragment of Late
Anglo-Saxon cross-shaft was reused in the north aisle.* A thirteenth-
century judgement stated that the chapel at Wicken Bonhunt formerly
belonged to the church at Newport.*® Overall, there appears to have been
a polyfocal royal centre whose various functions were spread across
Wicken Bonhunt (the royal vill), Wendens Ambo (the assembly place)
and Newport (the minster, and later market town and mint), which were
all within 3km of each other.

In the case of the regio of Deningei, however, it is difficult to identify
either the royal vill or the communal meeting place. The only royal
landholdings in Witbrictesherna Hundred at the time of Domesday
Book were several small parcels of land, not all of which had been
held by the king in 1066.°! There was probably an early church at
Southminster — presumably so named in relation to the church at
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Bradwell to the north — which in Domesday was held by the bishop of
London: at 30 hides this was a sizeable estate,*? but there is no evidence
for a royal vill there.

One contender for an early medieval central place is Maldon. The
Half Hundred of Maldon consisted simply of Maldon itself, where
Domesday records that the king had a hall, 180 houses held by burgesses
and 18 that were derelict.® The configuration of the boundaries of
Maldon Half Hundred and the wider historic landscape suggests that it
was carved out of Dengie Hundred, and in Domesday two freemen in
Maldon are described as being in Dengie Hundred.”* In 1056 Edward the
Confessor’s chaplain Ingelric granted the church at Maldon (with two
hides of land and their tithes) to the church at St Martin le Grand (in
London), and a land-holding of this size is suggestive of a minster.>> This
importance of Maldon could, however, be no older than the early tenth
century. King Edward the Elder camped there in 912 as part of his
reconquest of Essex from the Danes, and then ordered the construction of
aburh in 916. The location of the temporary camp and later burh has seen
much discussion, but both appear to lie on the high ground to the west of
the later medieval town.*° This was a strategic location, at the head of the
Blackwater Estuary and mouth of the River Chelmer.

The question is whether the early tenth-century burh was founded
close to an existing royal vill. There certainly is some evidence for a high-
status settlement in the eighth century on the lower ground at the head
of the Blackwater Estuary. Ipswich Ware has been found in various places,
with stratified Middle Saxon occupation excavated at the former Croxley
Works on Church Street in an area known as the Hythe, on the banks
of the Blackwater Estuary just north of St Mary’s Church.*” The presence
of Ipswich Ware - an extremely rare find in Essex — suggests a site of
relatively high status, while other finds suggest textile production and
iron smithing. Although very little metalwork has been found in the
area —a single Series S sceatta (a silver penny) of East Saxon manufacture
from Maldon itself, and a Series D sceatta from nearby Heybridge®® — this
can be accounted for by extensive urban development leading to few
opportunities for metal detecting. Overall, it would appear that Maldon
was an important coastal settlement in the eighth century, and the way in
which it was chosen as Edward the Elder’s camp in 912 might suggest an
existing royal vill, as does the way that it was subsequently developed as
a burh and town.

Another possibility, however, is that the royal vill within the regio of
Deningei was closer to Ythancestir, which was just 7¥2km north-east of
the parish of Dengie, which is assumed to have been the hundred meeting
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place.” That Ythancastir housed priests who ministered to the wider
community, as well as contemplative monks, is suggested by Bede’s
statement that Bishop Cedd:

established churches in various places and ordained priests and
deacons to assist him in preaching the word of faith and in the
administration of baptism, especially in the city called Ythancestir
in the Saxon tongue and also in the place called Tilbury ... In these
places he gathered together a multitude of Christ’s servants [in
other words, monks] and taught them to observe the discipline of
aRule.®®

It is easy to assume that the apparently remote location of Ythancestir —
about as far from the geographical centre of the regio as it was possible to
go — makes it an unlikely location for a minster church let alone a royal
vill, but this need not have been the case. It is in fact very common for
early churches to have been located in places that were relatively remote
from where the vast majority of the population — who will have been
subsistence-level farmers — lived, including coastal locations and
peninsulas within wetlands.®! There are various reasons why so many
early churches were located in such geographically marginal places. The
first is that there was a strong desire to place early churches within sites
associated with Britain’s Roman — and therefore Christian — past (in this
case the ruins of the late Roman fort of Othona that Bede refers to as
a civitas, or ‘city’).%? This link with Romanitas is seen, for example, at
St Augustine’s Church, which was built immediately outside the Roman
walls of Canterbury, and Mellitus’s church, which was constructed within
the ruins of the former Roman town at London. St Augustine’s Church at
Canterbury — dedicated to Sts Peter and Paul — was the first of three early
seventh-century churches built there in a line, an arrangement that may
reflect that seen at Old St Peter’s in Rome (this layout being another link
with Romanitas).®® The reuse of geographically remote Roman forts was
also common practice.** King Sigebert of East Anglia, for example, gave
Dommoc (probably the Roman coastal fort at Walton®) to Felix, and the
same king gave Cnobheresburg (probably the coastal fort at Burgh Castle)
to Fursa, both in the 630s. King Ecgberht of Kent gifted Reculver to Bassa
in 669.%° This desire on the part of the early Church and Anglo-Saxon
kings to connect with Romanitas is also seen in the use of sophisticated
grid-based planning in many early churches and the reuse of Roman
building material.®”
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While Ythancastir is in a very remote location in terms of how we
lead our current lives, we should also remember that, in a time when
roads will have been little more than muddy tracks, a location on the
coast may have meant that it was potentially more accessible for the
higher echelons of society who had access to ships. The medieval period
has generally been seen as a period when relatively little use was made
of water for transport;°® however, it has been shown that there was
rather more innovation in the period 950-1250 than previously thought.
Before the tenth century we have little information as to the extent to
which people moved around by boat.® Graveney (grafon eah: ‘ditch
stream or ‘dug river’), on the northern coast of Kent, is first mentioned
in a charter dated 812 and hints that improvements were being
made to the navigability of waterways.”® It is striking that in addition
to the major eighth-century coastal/estuarine emporia — including
Southampton, London and Ipswich — there were a number of smaller
landing places where eighth-century coinage and pottery imported
from outside of the East Saxon Kingdom has been found (for example,
Barking, Tilbury and Canvey Island in the Thames Estuary, and
Fingringhoe on the Colne Estuary).”! There are also several Old English
place-name elements indicative of the use of inland waterways,””
although it is unclear whether these places existed in the seventh
century. All in all, while Ythancastir certainly was in a very remote
location from the perspective of the vast majority of the population
living within its regio — who lived inland, well away from navigable
watercourses, and will not have had the wealth to access seagoing
vessels — for the elite within society it was much easier to reach.

So, could a royal vill have lain somewhere in the vicinity of
Ythancastir and the presumed later hundredal meeting place at nearby
Dengie? Dengie parish lay within an area of light, sandy soil at the eastern
end of the Dengie Peninsula that will have been easier to cultivate than the
heavy London Clay further west (Figure 3.1). These light, sandy soils
extended from Bradwell on Sea in the north through Tillingham, Dengie
and Southminster to Burnham-on-Crouch in the south, and this good
agricultural land would have been an obvious choice for a royal vill even
though it was not centrally located within the regio. With the church at
Ythancestir and the probable hundredal meeting place at Dengie, the
obvious location for a royal vill is Tillingham, midway between them,
which is the name given in the forged charter of 604x616; Tillingham was
still an episcopal manor in Domesday. Although the distance between
Tillingham and Ythancastir (6km) is further than that between the royal
vill at Wicken and the church at Newport, it was comparable to the
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distance between the minster at Great Wakering, the presumed royal vill
at Prittlewell, and the hundred meeting place at Rochford (c. 7-8km) in
the Rochford peninsula early folk territory immediately south of Deningei.”®

The Tillingham estate and fragmentation of
the regio called Deningei

From the late seventh century onwards early folk territories such as Deningei
started to fragment as increasingly powerful Anglo-Saxon kings created
discrete estates and gifted them to the Church. The charter purporting to
record the grant of ‘Tillingham’ by King Zthelbert of Kent to Mellitus, bishop
of London between 604 and 616,7* is clearly a forgery for three reasons: the
tradition of writing such documents did not start until the late seventh
century; Tillingham was not within the kingdom of Kent; and the witness list
is late seventh-century.’”” It may have been written to explain how the Dean
and Chapter of St Paul’s came to hold Tillingham, and reflects Bede’s account
of how King Zthelbert of Kent founded Mellitus’s church in London and
bestowed gifts of land upon it for the maintenance of the bishop’s household.”
We know that St Paul’s held Tillingham in c. 1000, when Bishop Theodred
granted it to the church of St Paul’s, which still held it at Domesday.”” It is,
however, unclear whether the estate was already the property of St Paul’s and
had been held by Theodred ex officio, or was his personal property.”®

Rather than King Athelbert of Kent giving Tillingham to St Paul’s in
604, it is possible that it was included in King Swaefred’s grant of 70 cassati in
the regio called Deningei to Bishop Ingwald in the early eighth century. The
block of parishes in the north-eastern part of the Dengie Peninsula — to the
west of Mayland Creek and north of Asheldham Brook — would appear to
have once been a single territory. This is reflected in the way that Steeple had
two detached parcels in the neighbouring parish of St Lawrence (which were
part of Stansgate manor), and Asheldham had a detached parcel in Steeple.
The total Domesday hidage for all of these Domesday landholdings is
80 hides and 50 acres (Table 3.1; Figure 3.4).”

To the south we can be confident that there was a separate estate, as
the bishop of London held Southminster — while the Dean and Chapter held
Tillingham - from at least c. 1000,*° which in Domesday was assessed as
30 hides.®! While it is tempting to assume that St Paul’s initial endowment in
Dengie included Southminster,*? and we should not take the 70 cassati as
being a very precise measure, it is strange that there are no earlier charters
referring to Southminster. Including both Steeple and the 30 hides of
Southminster in the 70 cassati in Deningei would bring its assessment in
Domesday up to 108 hides, which is far too high. It is therefore suggested
here that Southminster was not part of the 70 cassati in the regio called
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Figure 3.4 The possible extent of the 70 cassati in the regio called
Deningei that King Swaefred of the East Saxons granted to Ingwald, Bishop
of London in Ap 706x709 (S. 1787). Drawn by the author.

Deningei, and that St Paul’s held two ancient estates in the Dengie Peninsula:
70 cassati at Tillingham (including Ythancastir, which — although not named
as such in contemporary sources — was the ‘north minster’), and another
30-or-more-hide estate at Southminster.

Seventh-century and later life at Ythancaestir

Soon after he founded the church at Ythancastir Cedd left to establish a
monastery at Lastingham in Northumbria, where he died in 664.%°
Mirrington has argued that 664 marks the abandonment of the monastery
at Ythanceestir,®* but this is not necessarily the case as the 30 or so brethren
that left were not necessarily the entire community, and they could have
included members of Cedd’s other monastery at Tilbury.

There are, in fact, various strands of evidence suggesting that some
form of occupation continued at Ythancastir. Sherds of at least two
Ipswich Ware vessels from a midden deposit in the upper fill of the fort
ditch point to occupation in the eighth century,® since Blinkhorn now
argues that its production started c. 720.%° Half an Ipswich Ware jar was
also found by Kevin Bruce wedged against one of the posts of the east wall
of Sales Point fish trap in the 1970s. Ipswich Ware is extremely rare in
Essex, being largely restricted to high-status sites such as Barking Abbey,
the royal vill at Wicken Bonhunt and the coastal settlement at Maldon.
More recent excavations to the north of the Roman fort — at the Othona
Community site — produced four sherds of sand-tempered pottery that
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can only be dated as fifth- to ninth-century, and two sherds of shell-
tempered ware that are probably tenth-century.?” The collection of
artefacts from excavations at Othona in 1864-5 by J. Oxley Parker
included various finds accessioned into Colchester Museum as ‘Saxon’.®®
These include two styli (one bronze, the other iron) and a circular
bronze reliquary mount framing a cross and inlaid with millefiori, which
are undated but which are exactly the sort of artefacts we would expect
to be associated with an early medieval church.®’ Crucially, three ninth-
century strap-ends, one with Trewhiddle style plant ornament,”® and

¢ Sales Point
fish trap

Othona

© ESSEX CoUNTY CouNCiL

Figure 3.5 The eighth-century fish weir at Sales Point, near Othona, in
the Blackwater Estuary, and reconstruction drawing by Nick Nethercoat.
Aerial photos © Kevin Bruce; reconstruction © Essex County Council.
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a small group of coins (discussed below) point to occupation of the
site after 664.

Another strand of evidence that the monastery at Othona — or at
least some form of settlement there — continued into the eighth and ninth
centuries is the intertidal fish weir constructed off the coast at Sales Point
(Figure 3.5).°! Four radiocarbon determinations suggest that the earliest
phase of use was in the mid-seventh to eighth centuries, and that the
weirs were maintained into the ninth century.”

There is also numismatic evidence that occupation at Ythancastir
continued in some form into the eighth and ninth centuries, although
some confusion has been created over the size of this coin assemblage.
There are four sources of information on the early medieval coins
found in and around Ythancastir (Table 3.2). Colchester Museum’s
accession records of the Oxley Parker collection refer to seven Anglo-
Saxon coins. Two can be identified from their descriptions: a ‘silver sceatta
on which one side depicts a mythical winged creature, the other an
anthropomorphic spiral design’ is probably Series S, and the ‘silver sceatta
depicting a saint or other figure flanked by crosses’ is probably a Series U.
Two others are listed as having dates in the first half of the eighth century,
while another is described as a sceatta on which ‘one side bears early
crosses’. The remaining two are described as ‘penny or sceattas’ and are
presumably the coins of King Coenwulf of (796-821) and King Zthelwulf
of Wessex (839-56) that are described in a contemporary account of the
excavations but are now lost.”

The ‘Corpus of Early Medieval Coin Finds’ (EMC) lists two silver
sceattas of Series E (found in 1865) and S (found by 1986).°* The Portable
Antiquities Scheme Database® contains two coins: a silver sceatta of
Series N (c. 710-60; PAS ESS-B5EB76) and a bronze styca of Zethelred
II of Northumbria (c. 858-62: PAS ESS-B5A2F7): as these are recorded as
having been found in 2001 and 2000 respectively, they are clearly
different from the coins in Colchester Museum and the EMC. As the EMC’s
Series S sceatta is probably the one in Colchester Museum, we know of
nine identifiable coins from Ythancestir: one continental issue of
c. 695—c. 740 (Series E), five ‘secondary sceattas dating to c. 710-60
(Series N; Series S; Series U; and two other sceattas in the Oxley Parker
Collection dated in the catalogue to this period); and three later pennies
(King Coenwulf, 796-821; King Athelwulf of Wessex, 839-56; King
AthelredII, c. 858-62).

A far more problematic source is a thesis by Alexander Mirrington,
whose Graphs 12 and 13 suggest there are 14 coins from Bradwell on Sea
parish.”® His acknowledgements reference the use of Historic Environment
Records (HERs), the Corpus of Early Medieval Coins, and the Portable
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Antiquities Scheme (PAS), but crucially he does not provide a list of the
coins with their primary database numbers (and only six are referred to
in the text of the thesis). Graph 12 simply shows there being three coins
from 650-99, seven from 700-49, three from 800-49 and one from
850-99. Graph 13 says that there are two Series B and one Series C
[presumably the three coins from 650-99], two Series E, one Series L/N,
one Series N, two Series S and one Series U [presumably the seven coins
from 700-49], pennies of Coenwulf (796-821) and Zthelwulf (839-56)
[two of the three coins dating to 800-49] and a styca of Athelred [the one
from 850-99].

Four of these coins can be accounted for in the specimens in the
Colchester Museum Collection, EMC and PAS,”” while the pennies of
Coenwulf (796-821) and Athelwulf (839-56) are described in a
contemporary account of the excavations (see above). This leaves six
sceattas that cannot be accounted for in any other sources (three Series B,
one Series C, one Series L/N, one Series S). It is striking that this list of
sceattas is identical to a group in the EMC said to have been found in
Southminster in 1980-5 — along with a Merovingian gold tremissis (EMC
1986.0201-0207) — which raises the possibility that Mirrington has
erroneously attributed this ‘Southminster’ group to Bradwell on Sea. In
fact, David Andrews (personal communication) reports Joe Bispham —
who was the author of the entry in the British Numismatic Journal
registering the coins found at ‘Southminster’ — has been able to contact two
of the people who found them, and the Merovingian tremissis and the class
C sceatta were actually found at Asheldham. We are still left, however, with
the question of where the other ‘Southminster’ coins came from!

Overall, we must reject Mirrington’s listing of 14 early medieval
coins, leaving the seven identifiable coins from Ythanceastir — one
continental issue of c. 695—c. 740 (Series E), five ‘secondary sceattas
dating to c. 710-60 (Series N, Series S, Series U, and two other sceattas
in the Oxley Parker Collection dated in the catalogue to this period) and
the ‘styca’ of Zthelred II (c. 858-62). Even this small group, however,
establishes occupation after 664.

That the later medieval parish church of Bradwell on Sea is located
3km inland from Ythancastir suggests that, when it came to establishing
the network of parochial churches across Essex, the old site within the
remote ruins of Othona was no longer regarded as fit for purpose. The
earliest surviving fabric in the parish church is fourteenth-century,
although a church at Bradwell with its chapel of ease [at Othona] is
referred to in the mid-thirteenth century.”® Kevin Bruce has suggested
that a possible context for the construction of the new parish church was
the period when the lord of the manor, John de la Mare, was investing in
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other aspects of the landscape, including obtaining a licence for a new
deer park,!® establishing a weekly market and annual fair (granted in
1283) and possibly building ‘New Hall’ (distinct from the existing farms
at Bradwell Hall, East Hall, Hockley and Down Hall).!*!

Anglo-Saxon settlement?

There has been much debate over the nature and scale of Anglo-Saxon
immigration into south-east England, with suggestions varying between
mass folk migration and almost complete displacement of the Romano-
British population through to the hypothesis that it amounted to little more
than an elite takeover by a small group of warriors with their immediate
families and retinues. Recent detailed analysis of the distribution of
settlements that are most obviously associated with immigrant communities
(that is, those containing Grubenhduser), as well as of cemeteries in the
Anglo-Saxon tradition (that is, cremations, and burials with Germanic
grave goods), shows that they were not evenly distributed across the
landscape.’®> Within the East Saxon kingdom, for example, the vast
majority of Anglo-Saxon settlements and cemeteries are found in coastal
and estuarine districts, with particular concentrations on the gravel
terraces overlooking the Thames and Blackwater/Chelmer estuaries.'%

It is striking, therefore, that the only evidence for fifth- to sixth-
century Anglo-Saxon settlement within the putative regio of Deningei
(beyond the immediate hinterland of the Roman settlement at Heybridge)
is from the light, sandy soils in the far east of the peninsula. The Oxley
Parker Collection of artefacts from excavations at Othona in 1865 includes
arange of material whose character suggests a fifth- to sixth-century pagan
cemetery. This includes at least two cruciform brooches and an S-shaped
brooch, which are illustrated, as well as two buckles — at least one of which
was D-shaped — and an iron socketed spearhead that are said to be Saxon,
while fragments of a copper alloy handle made of twisted wire cannot be
closely dated.'** ‘Tags to a girdle (Saxon)’ referred to in a list of the finds are
likely to be fifth- to sixth-century.'® Oxley Parker apparently found many
east-west-oriented skeletons, and while these were ‘especially around the
chapel’,'° it is possible that some are early Anglo-Saxon and were the
source of these probable grave goods. It is curious that the early general
overviews of Anglo-Saxon archaeology in Essex (for example, Smith 1903;
Jones 1980) overlooked these important finds, as they conform to the well-
known pattern of early Anglo-Saxon immigrants having been attracted to
the extramural areas of major Roman sites seen so clearly at places such as
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Caistor St Edmund and Colchester.'%” It is also striking how all four pieces
of fifth- to sixth-century metalwork reported to the PAS more recently
are from the far east of the Dengie Peninsula: a small-long brooch and
button brooch from Tillingham (PAS ESS-D1E6A7 and ES-830F62), a
saucer brooch from ‘the Bradwell-on-Sea area’ (PAS ESS-D02382) and
a gold bead from St Lawrence (ESS-01B025). Laver found fragments of
an urn within the Iron Age hill fort at Asheldham that he thought
‘correspond very closely with the class of pottery usual in this district of
Saxon date’, but there was no reference to decoration or form and so the
identification must be regarded as uncertain.'%

In part, the absence of evidence for fifth- to sixth-century Anglo-
Saxon Grubenhduser across the central Dengie Peninsula, the Danbury
Hills and the Sandon Valley is because these other areas have seen
relatively little archaeological survey and excavation, the only major
project being the construction of the new A130 through the Sandon
Valley. This revealed what was suggested as a single ‘possible’ Grubenhaus
at Downhouse Farm in West Hanningfield, but no further details are
published.'” Sherds of ‘Saxon’ pottery were also recovered at several of
the sites, although this was usually found within the upper fills of late
Roman features.!'? ‘Saxon’ pottery was also recovered through field-
walking at various other sites, but no features datable to this period were
found during the subsequent excavations.'!!

These ‘Saxon’ sherds, from simple, hand-made, globular, undecorated
vessels with simple everted rims, are of a type that have been identified on
a growing number of sites across Essex, including Asheldham Church and
more recently in a ditch at the nearby Dengie Crops Ltd site in Asheldham.''?
The ethnic tag these sherds have been given may, however, be misleading.
These sherds are from simple, handmade, globular, undecorated ‘simple
pots’ that lack distinctive Anglo-Saxon features such as biconical and
carinated forms, decoration such as incised lines and stamped motifs, and
the application of a gritty slip known as Schlickung. In contrast, the
universal characteristic of these ‘simple pots’ is that they would have been
easy to make, which probably accounts for them being so similar to vessels
made during the Iron Age, with the simple globular forms being exactly
what we would have expected if farming communities — and unskilled
potters — had to make their own vessels. As such we should stop describing
these vessels as ‘Saxon’, regard them instead as ‘early medieval’ and have
an open mind as to whether they were produced and used by native British
or immigrant Anglo-Saxon communities.
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Conclusions

Cedd’s church at Ythancestir was one of the most remote locations in
the East Saxon kingdom. This windswept place was chosen because the
ruins of the Roman fort at Othona provided a link with Romanitas, a
very common factor in determining where early churches were located.
We know that Ythancestir lay within the regio of Deningei, and it is
suggested that this covered around 340km?, being bounded by the River
Chelmer and the Blackwater Estuary (the Pant) to the north, the North
Sea to the east, the Crouch Estuary to the south and the high ground
south of the Chelmsford hills to the west. This appears to have been the
territory of a community known as the Dznningas, whose name is
commemorated in the parish and hundred of Dengie, and the parish and
forest of Danbury.

We would expect a regio of this type to have had a royal vill, a
communal meeting place and a minster church, and while the former
cannot be located with certainty there are two possibilities. It may have
lain close to the later hundredal centre (also unlocated, though probably
in Dengie parish) and church at Ythanceastir, or at Maldon (which may
have been a royal vill from at least the eighth century). We must remember
that the charter purporting to record King Zthelbert of Kent giving
Tillingham to Mellitus in 604x616 is clearly a forgery, but the fact that it
named Tillingham may reflect a folk memory that this was the most
important place in the area whenever the charter was actually written
(perhaps in the late seventh century). The clearly genuine charter in
which King Sweafred granted 70 cassati in the regio called Deningei to
Ingwald, bishop of London, in the early eighth century dates, in contrast,
to during the period when the early folk territories were starting to
fragment. As such, it comes at a time when the East Saxon kings may well
have been disposing of some of their property, particularly in more remote
locations. Indeed, this may have been the context for the growth of
Maldon as a small port by the sheltered waters at the head of the
Blackwater Estuary, in a far more central location within the East Saxon
kingdom. If this hypothesis is right, then during the seventh century the
regio called Deningei may have had a royal vill at Tillingham, a church at
Ythancastir and a communal meeting place at Dengie. It seems highly
likely that some form of occupation continued at Ythancastir into the
eighth and possibly the ninth centuries, by which time it was part of an
estate belonging to the church of St Paul’s in London.
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4

Cedd, Bradwell and the conversion of
Anglo-Saxon England

Barbara Yorke

Cedd established churches in various places and ordained priests and
deacons to assist him in preaching the word of the faith and in the
administration of baptism, especially in the civitas called Ythancestir
(Bradwell on Sea) in the Saxon tongue and also in the place called
Tilaburg (Tilbury).!

In this brief passage Bede provides the essential information that links
Cedd with the former Saxon Shore Fort at Bradwell on Sea as one of
the two centres of his mission to the kingdom of the East Saxons. The
few facts that we have for Cedd come from Bede’s Ecclesiastical History
(731), mostly provided by members of Cedd’s foundation at
Lastingham (North Yorkshire), and are summarised in Table 4.1. They
gain more import when interpreted within a broader context of the
history of the Anglo-Saxon conversion to Christianity and of the
relationships between the different Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. The story
of the Anglo-Saxon conversion often lingers on the foreign missionaries
from Italy and Ireland who established the first mission stations, but
equally important was the consolidation of their work by men like
Cedd of the second generation, men whom they had trained and who
knew how to promote Christianity among their own people. Cedd
became bishop of the East Saxons but came from the kingdom of
Northumbria and represented the influence both of the church
of Lindisfarne, where he had trained, and of the powerful king of
Northumbria, who was his patron.
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Table 4.1 Timeline for the life of Cedd.

c. 620? Birth of Cedd

635-51 Aidan bishop of Lindisfarne: educates Cedd at
651-61 Lindisfarne

653 Finan, bishop of Lindisfarne

Cedd sent to Middle Angles by Bishop Findn, and then
to East Saxons
Baptism of Sigebert ‘Sanctus’, king of East Saxons

654 Cedd consecrated bishop of East Saxons
651x655 Foundation of Lastingham
664 Cedd interpres at Synod of Whitby

Death of Cedd in plague at Lastingham (26 October)

Source: Compiled by the author.

Family and background

One of the few facts we know about Cedd is that he was the eldest of four
brothers who, Bede says, ‘were all famous priests of the Lord, a very rare
thing to happen, and two of them reached the rank of bishop’.? Also
notable about them was that all four — Cedd, Cynebill, Celin and Chad -
have names that are of British rather than Anglo-Saxon origin.’ By ‘British’
in the context of this period one means those whose ancestors lived in the
country during the Roman period. By the seventh century in the east of
England people of British descent had intermingled with the Germanic
incomers to produce a distinctive Anglo-Saxon culture in which Old
English became the dominant language, but further west British culture
continued with less outside influence, and a Brittonic language akin to
Welsh was spoken. In some Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, notably those of
Mercia and Wessex, some of the early kings had names that, like those in
Cedd’s family, were either Brittonic or incorporated Brittonic elements.
These could have been the result of intermarriage with important British
families when kingdoms were being established.* The parallel raises
interesting questions about the status of Cedd’s family, which may well
have been significant, and either British or hybrid Anglo-British. As Bede
says, for four brothers to have become priests was unusual, although there
were other families in early medieval Europe who specialised in church
appointments.® In Ireland this might happen when one ruler annexed the
lands of another; it gave the defeated family status in the newly enlarged
kingdom, and perhaps helped to reconcile areas over which they had held
authority to new arrangements, but it also signalled that they were no
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longer rivals for secular power.® Could Cedd and his brothers have been
entered into the church in comparable circumstances during the expansion
of Northumbrian power in the early seventh century? Whatever the
answer, it can be seen that Cedd and his brothers were influential
individuals, closely linked with King Oswiu of Northumbria (642-70) and
his nephew King ZAthelwald of Deira (651-5).”

Cedd is first encountered in the Ecclesiastical History in 653, when he
was one of the priests who went with Bishop Findn of Lindisfarne to assist
in the conversion of the Middle Angles.® Subsequently Bede says that Cedd
had been ‘brought up’ (educatus) at Lindisfarne,’ and it is usually assumed
that Cedd and his brothers entered Lindisfarne in the time of Finan’s
predecessor Aidan, who was the first bishop of Lindisfarne (635-51) and
one of Bede’s great ecclesiastical heroes (Figure 4.1). Aidan had been sent
to Lindisfarne from the island of Iona, the influential monastic centre
founded in 563 by St Columba, who was himself from the northern part of
Ireland.'® As Cedd was old enough to be appointed a bishop c. 654 (when
one might expect him to have been aged at least 30), and all his younger
brothers seem to have been priests by that date, a reasonable estimate for
his birth would be around 620 - but that is no more than an educated
guess.!! He would then have been in his late teens when Aidan was
appointed bishop of Lindisfarne in 635. Aidan is known to have recruited
12 English boys soon after his appointment to train up as missionaries,'?
and it is possible that Cedd and his brothers were part of this group.

Figure 4.1 The remains of the medieval church of Lindisfarne, on the
site of the church founded by Aidan. Barbara Yorke.
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Cedd and Northumbrian overlordship

King Oswiu of Northumbria was the most powerful king of the Anglo-
Saxons from c. 650 until his death, and appears as the seventh such ruler
in Bede’s list of great overlords.'®* He had been a Christian from an early
age when in exile among the Irish, but some of his contemporary kings
had yet to be converted. Oswiu used conversion and the imposition of
churchmen from Northumbria as a way of underpinning his overlordship,
which otherwise rested largely upon his military superiority. That
explains how Cedd came to be in the entourage of Bishop Finan among
the Middle Angles in 653. Conversion was part of the alliance brokered
between Oswiu and King Peada of the Middle Angles, which was also
sealed by his marriage to Oswiu’s daughter Alhfleed.'* Next on Oswiu’s list
was the conversion of the East Saxon king Sigebert ‘Sanctus’, who ‘about
the same time’ was persuaded by King Oswiu ‘his friend’ to be baptised as
a Christian by Bishop Finan at one of Oswiu’s royal estates near Hadrian’s
Wall known as Ad Murum.' The fact that Sigebert had to travel all the
way from Essex to distant parts of Northumbria and his baptism by the
Northumbrian bishop are indications of his political subservience to
Oswiu. Another manifestation of this was that Oswiu summoned Cedd
from the Middle Anglian province and sent him with another priest to
preach to the East Saxons. When it was evident that a mission could be
successful, Cedd returned to Northumbria and was consecrated bishop of
the East Saxons by Bishop Finan.'®

There are other indications of how Cedd was part of the
Northumbrian royal establishment and worked to promote the position
of King Oswiu and his family. Cedd subsequently baptised King Swithhelm
of the East Saxons, successor of King Sigebert, but his baptism took place
not in the East Saxon kingdom but in the neighbouring kingdom of the
East Angles at the royal residence of Rendlesham with King ZAthelwold of
the East Angles as his sponsor.!” The implication would seem to be that
Zthelwold was also subject to Oswiu’s overlordship, but was in turn
Swithhelm’s superior. Bede records something similar slightly later when
the Mercian king Wulfhere (658-75) was the dominant overlord, and
arranged the conversion of King Athelwalh of the South Saxons. By
accepting baptism in this way Athelwalh recognised Wulfhere’s
superiority, and he was rewarded by being made overlord of the Jutish
provinces of the Isle of Wight and the Meonware (Hampshire), which had
recently submitted to Wulfhere.'® In both cases there may have been a
two-tier system of overlordship with ZAthelwold of the East Angles and
Zthelwalh of the South Saxons as median lords of Oswiu. But it was not
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Athelwold’s bishop who carried out the conversion of King Swithhelm of
the East Saxons but Cedd, because Cedd was Oswiu’s major ecclesiastical
agent in the area.

Cedd was also held in high regard by King Oswiu’s nephew
Athelwald (son of his brother King Oswald (634-42)), who after 653
seems to have been subking under his uncle of the southern Northumbrian
province of Deira (roughly corresponding to the later county of Yorkshire),
which had once been an independent kingdom. Cedd’s brother Ceelin had
at one time been a priest in the service of Zthelwald, and Bede says that
itwas through him that Athelwald came to know Cedd as well. £Athelwald
commissioned Cedd to found a religious house in his Deiran province
where he (the king) could attend divine service and ultimately be
buried.” Cedd’s choice of location was Lastingham (Figure 4.2), which
will be considered in greater detail later, but it is appropriate to mention
here an incident when Cedd was cleansing the site through fasting and
had to break off when a messenger suddenly appeared to summon him to
the king. Cedd had to get his brother Cynebill, who was by then a priest,
to complete the ritual for him rather than disobey a royal summons.
The incident underscores Cedd’s importance as an adviser to both
Northumbrian kings. His position seems to have survived Zthelwald’s fall
from favour when he failed to support his uncle at the Battle of the River
Winwead in 655, which saw the death and defeat of Oswiu’s major rival,
King Penda of the Mercians.?° Zthelwald is not heard of again, but Cedd’s

Figure 4.2 The medieval church of Lastingham, probably on the site of
the church founded by Cedd. Barbara Yorke.
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position remained unchanged. Lastingham seems to have become fully
his possession, which he was able to pass on to his brothers;*! it is not
recorded where ZAthelwald was buried.

A final example of Cedd’s high standing with King Oswiu was his
role at the Synod of Whitby of 664. The king had called the council to
decide whether Northumbria should continue to follow customs that had
been introduced into Lindisfarne from its mother house of Iona that were
at variance with those followed in other parts of England and Ireland, and
even Rome itself.?? Cedd acted as interpres vigilantissimus, ‘a most diligent
interpreter’ for both sides. Bede’s phrase is often taken to mean that
Cedd acted as a translator, but the Latin interpres can have a broader
meaning of ‘negotiator’ or ‘expounder’, suggesting a rather more active
and key role.? Perhaps it was King Oswiu, who chaired the meeting, who
particularly needed matters explained to him, as some of the disputed
customs, particularly regarding methods used to calculate the date of
Easter, were extremely complex.?* When Oswiu decided against the
customs of Lindisfarne, some of its clergy could not accept this rejection
of the traditions of their mother house and left Northumbria. But Cedd
abided by the king’s ruling and continued as bishop of the East Saxons;*
his brother Chad was appointed bishop of York.>

The establishment of Christianity among the East Saxons

Cedd’s Northumbrian background is an important part of his biography
that is needed to understand what preoccupations he brought to his role
as bishop of the East Saxons, but it is now necessary to consider how his
work fitted into the establishment of Christianity in the East Saxon
kingdom. Christianity would have been introduced into Essex during the
period of Roman rule, but it has proved difficult to find evidence of the
continuation of Christian worship in eastern England after Britain ceased
to be part of the Roman empire in the early fifth century.?” The conditions
do not seem to have existed for an organised church to continue to
function, though there were parts of Britain where Christianity became
more firmly embedded, and also contact with Christian areas overseas,
especially Merovingian Francia.?® The Prittlewell princely burial, which
dates to around 600, contains Christian items and seems to demonstrate
Christian influences.?* Possibly they came via Kent, whose king, £thelbert,
in the late sixth century married Bertha, a Frankish princess and a
Christian who came to England with a Frankish bishop called Liudhard.*
Athelbert’s sister Ricule was married to King Sledd of the East Saxons,!
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and could have introduced some Christian practices into the province, but
probably not any supporting infrastructure.

A more concerted effort to convert the East Saxon court and its
subjects also came via Kent through the mission, led by Augustine,
dispatched by Pope Gregory the Great in 596 to King Athelbert’s kingdom.
In 604 the Italian Mellitus was consecrated bishop of London with the
intention that he would act as bishop to the East Saxons, whose dominant
king was Sabert, the nephew of Athelbert and his political subordinate.*
To establish a bishop in London was a priority of Augustine’s mission as
Pope Gregory knew of its importance in the Roman period, and his vision
of bringing the province of Britannia back into the church envisaged the
establishment of two metropolitan sees at London and York.* London
was an important trading centre in which a number of kingdoms seem to
have had an interest, but in 604 King Zthelbert was the dominant power,
and was claimed by Bede to have ‘built the church of the apostle St. Paul
in the city of London, in which Mellitus and his successors were to have
their episcopal seat’.>* Although King Sabert was evidently baptised,
Christianity was not adopted by all members of the royal house. After the
deaths of Zthelbert and Sabert (616x618), Sebert’s three sons, who had
remined unbaptised, expelled Mellitus, and Zthelbert’s son and successor
Eadbald was not in a strong enough position to enable him to stay in
London.** Mellitus returned to Kent, and eventually became the third
(arch)bishop of Canterbury (619-24).

It would appear that Mellitus’s mission to the East Saxons may not
have been very productive, and Bede provides no positive details. But
there is one possible intriguing link with the later mission of Cedd, though
the evidence is inconclusive. In the twelfth century St Paul’s, London,
claimed to have a charter in which King Zthelbert granted land at
Tillingham in Essex to Bishop Mellitus.*® The charter is an evident forgery,
and there is an alternative route by which the estate could have come to
St Paul’s as it was left to its community in the will of Bishop Theodred of
London (died 951x953).>” However, examination of the East Anglian
estates in the will of Theodred (who also seems to have acted as bishop of
part of East Anglia) suggests that these may in fact have been estates that
he had ‘borrowed’ or leased for his personal use or that of his family and
was now returning to their original ecclesiastical owners.*® By analogy the
implication could be that Tillingham belonged to St Paul’s before the time
of Theodred, and that the charter was subsequently forged to reinforce
the claims. This is potentially interesting because it could indicate a
possible link between the missions of Mellitus and Cedd. Tillingham is
only a few miles south of Bradwell on the Dengie Peninsula and potentially
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was the centre (ham) of a large estate that could once have included
Bradwell. Its first element is a rare male personal name ‘Tilli’ that is also
the first element of Tilbury, the other site that Bede names as a foundation
of Cedd in Essex.* It is possible that there was some long-standing link
between Tillingham/Bradwell and Tilbury, that the two sites had been
given to Mellitus as missionary bases and were passed on to Cedd, but the
evidence is not strong enough for certainty.

There was a gap of over 30 years between the expulsion of Mellitus
and the appointment of Cedd as bishop of the East Saxons c. 654 in which
there does not seem to have been any formal episcopal provision for the
province. It is therefore unlikely that Mellitus’s episcopacy had much
permanent legacy among the East Saxons, and Cedd was in effect
restarting the mission from scratch. It must be stressed that, although
Mellitus had been bishop of London and the see was revived when Wine
was appointed by King Wulfhere of Mercia in 666, there is no evidence
that Cedd had any connection with the city. He was bishop of the East
Saxons but not bishop of London.*® As Bede indicates in the passage
quoted at the beginning of this chapter, he had two episcopal centres
among the East Saxons at Bradwell and Tilbury from which he organised
a church structure for the East Saxons by training up priests and deacons
and establishing a network of local churches through which the
population could be baptised.*! There are indications that the East Saxon
kingdom (which included areas outside the modern county of Essex) was
frequently divided between two or more rulers.*? Bradwell and Tilbury
may well have been centres in two well-established divisions of Essex that
were frequently under the control of different East Saxon kings. Bradwell
was therefore not just a church site established by Cedd but actually the
shared seat of his bishopric among the East Saxons from which his mission
to the East Saxons was co-ordinated.

Bradwell and Lastingham

Bede provides relatively few details about Cedd’s arrangements for
Bradwell, but has more to say about Lastingham. The two foundations
were made at about the same time. Bede says Cedd was already bishop of
the East Saxons when Zthelwald invited him to found a monastery in his
Deiran kingdom,* and as Cedd was only appointed bishop of the East
Saxons c. 654 and Zthelwald disappears from view in late 655, work
must have been proceeding in the two places at the same time. It therefore
seems legitimate to suggest that some of what we know about the
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foundation of Lastingham could be relevant to Bradwell as well. Bede
explains that the community of Lastingham were his main informants for
the careers of Cedd and Chad, and more generally for some of the early
history of the East Saxons and surrounding regions.** Bede indicates that
Lastingham was Cedd’s principal foundation, and although this may well
be something his Lastingham informants wished to stress, it is nevertheless
likely to have been the case. Although he was bishop of the East Saxons,
Cedd remained part of the Northumbrian establishment and this was his
base there. It was his own possession as abbot rather than one linked to
his episcopal office and he was able to leave it to his brother Chad after
his death. When Cedd died and was buried at Lastingham in 664, Bede
records how 30 brothers from his monastery in the East Saxon province
came to Lastingham ‘wishing to live near the body of their father, or, if the
Lord so willed, to die and be buried there’.* Bede refers only to one East
Saxon monasterium, making it unclear whether Bradwell or Tilbury was
meant, but perhaps we should not expect complete precision when Bede
was writing almost 70 years later and the brothers may in fact have come
from both foundations. Their loyalty was to their founder Cedd, not to the
East Saxon province, though some of them presumably had been recruited
locally. Bede’s account refers somewhat scathingly to Cedd introducing a
monastic rule to his East Saxon recruits ‘so far as these rough people
(rudes) were capable of receiving it’.*® Was this the perspective at
Lastingham of Cedd’s East Saxon religious houses?

Cedd is said to have introduced to Lastingham ‘religious observances
according to the usage of Lindisfarne where he had been brought up’,*
which were themselves based on the monastic Rule instituted by Columba
on Iona;* the same presumably applied to Bradwell and Tilbury as well.
One rite Bede specifically refers to was purifying the site of Lastingham
through prayer and fasting, which Cedd intended to do during the season
of Lent, but was interrupted by a messenger from King ZAthelwald so that
the ritual had to be completed by his brother Cynebill.* Possibly such
rituals were carried out in the Lindisfarne tradition to consecrate any new
religious site, but Bede specifically says it was ‘to cleanse the site ... from
the stain of former crimes’, possibly a reference to a former Roman shrine
or to prehistoric monuments in the vicinity.”® Presumably similar rites of
cleansing would have taken place at Bradwell for there are likely to have
been Roman or Germanic shrines in the former Saxon Shore Fort.

Bede’s account stresses the remoteness of Lastingham, on the edge
of the North York Moors, ‘amid some steep and remote hills which seemed
better fitted for the haunts of robbers and the dens of wild beasts than for
human habitation’ (Figure 4.3).°! Although topographically very
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Figure 4.3 Aerial view of Lastingham (middle left), showing its
position between Ryedale and the North York Moors. ©, and by
kind permission of, Richard Morris.

different, Bradwell could also be seen as a physically challenging and
remote site with some extreme weather that would fit the conventional
idea of the asceticism of the Irish tradition of monasticism. However, in
the case of neither Lastingham nor Bradwell would that represent the full
picture, for both sites could also be seen as central to prosperous areas of
strategic significance in the Roman period, in a Saxon Shore Fort on the
eastern coast in the case of Bradwell,”? and perched above the Ryedale
valley in the case of Lastingham.>® They were sites that offered both
opportunities for monastic contemplation, and access to good routes of
communication for a busy royal adviser and bishop like Cedd. Bede tells
us that at Lichfield Cedd’s brother Chad ‘built himself a more retired
dwelling-place not far from the church, in which he could read and pray
privately with a few of his brothers’,>* and Cedd may have done something
similar at both Lastingham and Bradwell.

One final point about Lastingham which may be relevant to
understanding Bradwell in the time of Cedd was that the church built at
Lastingham by Cedd would seem to have been of timber as there is
reference to a stone church being built subsequently, perhaps in
connection with Cedd’s promotion as saint and evidently before Bede was
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writing in 731.%° Many of the earliest churches to be built, especially in the
north, were of timber.*® The first church of York was a timber one, and so
was that of Lindisfarne.®” Timber building was what the Anglo-Saxons and
Irish were familiar with, and so would be the tradition that Cedd would
have expected to use.*® Although at Bradwell there were stones readily
available from the Saxon Shore Fort, and the church of St Peter’s is built
from these, even putting up a building from salvaged stone required
workmen trained in specific skills, and where we have specific references,
these seem to have been recruited from Francia (or possibly northern
Italy).> Although the Italian missionaries had some early stone churches
erected in Kent, in other parts of England stone churches seem to have
been a secondary development after about 670, including at York and
Lindisfarne. It is therefore possible that the existing church of St Peter’s at
Bradwell was not erected in the time of Cedd, but it was undoubtedly built
because of Cedd and may have been closely associated with the promotion
of his cult as a saint (as will be considered further below).

An Irish bishop among the East Saxons?

Certain aspects of Cedd’s behaviour as bishop are distinctive and recall
accounts of Aidan of Lindisfarne and of Columba of Iona, the founder of
Lindisfarne’s mother church (Figure 4.4). But here we must confront the
issue of how far Bede records genuine instances of Cedd’s behaviour and
how far he was influenced by literary models of the expected behaviour of
Irish-trained churchmen. It has been suggested that Bede may have had a
history of Cedd and Chad independently written at Lastingham some time
between 672 (the death of Chad) and 731,% which is certainly possible,
but Bede does not specifically refer to a written source as he does, for
example, to the libellus he had from the monastery of Barking.®' Some of
the information he received from the brothers of Lastingham may have
come to him in written correspondence, but Bede can be presumed to
have had opportunities to converse with fellow Northumbrian monks,
especially as there seems to have been a fair amount of movement between
the province’s religious houses. Bede’s own teacher, presumably at
Wearmouth and Jarrow, was Trumbert, who had been brought up by
Chad, probably at Lastingham but possibly at Lichfield (or even at both).®?
Established models existed in the Irish tradition of how a bishop might
behave to have an impact on secular society, and these may have influenced
how stories about Cedd were framed, but Cedd himself would have been
brought up with these exempla and they are likely to have influenced
his own behaviour. What is evident from the Ecclesiastical History
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Figure 4.4 Statue on Lindisfarne of St Aidan, by Kathleen Parbury
(1958). Barbara Yorke.

is that Bede had a very high regard for both Cedd and Chad, and for their
mentor Bishop Aidan of Lindisfarne, and saw them as models of
episcopal and monastic leadership.

Bishops in the Irish tradition could be quite fearsome in order to
impress on recent converts appropriate standards of Christian behaviour.
Bede recounts how Cedd had forbidden King Sigebert ‘Sanctus’ from
associating with one of his own relatives whom Cedd had excommunicated
because he regarded his marriage as unlawful. The king had ignored the
prohibition and dined at his relative’s house, but as he left Cedd
confronted him. King Sigebert

fell trembling at the bishop’s feet, asking his pardon ... In his anger
[Bishop Cedd] touched the prostrate king with his staff which he
was holding in his hand, and exercising his episcopal authority, he
uttered these words, ‘I declare to you that because you were
unwilling to avoid the house of this man who is lost and damned,
you will meet your death in the very house’.®®

Subsequently Sigebert was murdered by this relative and his brother as
Cedd had prophesied.
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The incident echoes another Bedan story in which Bishop Aidan
publicly rebuked King Oswine of Deira (644-51) for complaining that he
had given away a horse that was a gift from the king to a beggar in
Christian charity: ‘Surely the son of a mare is not dearer to you than the
son of God?’** Aidan then prophesied that Oswine would die soon after,
which did indeed occur, even though a swift apology to the bishop had
saved him from a formal episcopal cursing. People did not normally speak
to kings in this way, and it required conspicuous courage for the bishops
to speak out, but doing so made a strong impression of their special
character and of the power of the Christian God. The stories also make the
point of how Christian principles might clash with traditional modes
of behaviour. The two brothers who killed Sigebert claimed they had
done it because ‘they were angry with the king and hated him because he
was too ready to pardon his enemies, calmly forgiving them for the
wrongs they had done him, as soon as they asked his pardon’.® In practice
both Sigebert ‘Sanctus’ and Oswine were probably killed by rivals for
political power, but such actions could be represented as manifestations
of divine vengeance.®®

Bede also says that Chad as bishop of Lichfield modelled his
behaviour on that of his brother Cedd as well as on their mentor bishop
Aidan,®” and so traits shared by Aidan and Chad may have been typical of
Cedd as well. Bede particularly praised Aidan and Chad for their active
pastoral care, which involved them travelling around to all parts of their
dioceses, on foot, ‘after the apostolic model’, rather than on horseback.
Though Cedd is described as dismounting when he confronted King
Sigebert and can scarcely have made his journeys between Essex and
Northumbria on foot, within his diocese he too is likely to have followed
the practice of travelling and preaching on foot, which provided the
opportunity to interact with people from all backgrounds.

Bede had the greatest respect for the episcopal standards of Cedd
and Aidan, but he had major issues with some of their customs that
differed from those approved in Rome, and these had come to a head at
the Synod of Whitby. Disputed areas included the form of tonsure and
some aspects of how baptism was performed, but the one that caused the
greatest problem was over the method used to calculate Easter.
Lindisfarne used a calendar that had been introduced by Columba to Iona
in the late sixth century which had become outmoded by the middle of
the seventh century and, crucially, meant that in some years Easter was
celebrated at a different time from other churches in the West, including
in Rome. Many churches in Ireland had already adopted alternative
calendars, but Iona and Lindisfarne felt obliged to follow the customs that
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had been established by Columba, and these were the traditions in which
Cedd had been raised. When he became bishop of the East Saxons, Cedd
would have found that some of Lindisfarne’s practices were at variance
with those Augustine had introduced from Rome, and had subsequently
been updated,®® or were followed by other missionaries who had been
trained or had lived in Francia, such as Bishop Felix of the East Angles
(630/31-647/8), who Bede says came from Burgundy.”

Such differences may also have caused problems for King Oswiu,
whose major church in Northumbria was Lindisfarne but who exercised
authority over other kingdoms that did not recognise its authority or
practices. When his son Alhfrith took up with an ultra-Romanist party
who were extremely hostile to Lindisfarne traditions, Oswiu called the
Synod of Whitby in 664 to debate the issues, and decided that the
Northumbrian church should from then on be in conformity with Roman
practices. As we have seen, Cedd acted as ‘interpreter’ of the debates for
King Oswiu, and readily accepted the Synod’s ruling, which many of the
Lindisfarne community felt unable to do. A possible interpretation is that
Cedd had already decided that change was necessary and nudged Oswiu
in the same direction. He would have been a representative, as was Oswiu
himself after 664, of the so-called ‘third party’ who wanted to find a
compromise between the extreme views of the two opposing ‘Roman’
and ‘Celtic’ parties.”* Cedd may have come to this point of view because
of his experiences in the south, but his brother Chad, who would seem to
have been studying in Ireland at this time, may have been introduced to
updated methods of calculating Easter there and influenced his brother.
Chad was possibly at Rath Melsigi (Clonmelsh, County Carlow), and was
certainly friendly with another Anglo-Saxon called Ecgbert who spent
much time there and was responsible for persuading Iona to change its
practices in 721.7> Without that decision Bede might have had difficulty
in writing about Lindisfarne alumni such as Cedd or Chad so favourably,
as there was a very hostile reaction against anyone trained in the
Lindisfarne tradition among many in the Northumbrian church
establishment in the decades immediately after the Synod of Whitby.”®

After Cedd

After the Synod Cedd seems to have visited his monastery at Lastingham,
and while there caught the bubonic plague that was rampaging through
the country; he died, presumably on 26 October, which became his major
feast day. As recounted earlier, 30 brethren travelled from one or both of
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his East Saxon foundations to be with the body of their father Cedd.
Sadly, they too caught the plague, and all but one small boy died.”* This
reads suspiciously like Bede’s account of a subsequent plague visitation to
Jarrow where all died except the abbot and one small boy.” It is perhaps
not to be taken entirely literally. Bede adds the curious information that
the boy subsequently realised that he had never been baptised, but this
was speedily remedied. His survival in order to be baptised, and thus
eligible for salvation, is presented as an instance of Cedd’s intercession,
and may have become a support for the claim that he was a saint.

The withdrawal of 30 individuals from Cedd’s East Saxon
foundations must have left the province somewhat bereft of functioning
churchmen.”® The East Saxons too were badly affected by the plague,
which it has been suggested could have been of Black Death proportions.””
The province was divided between two rulers, Sigehere and Szbbi, and
Sigehere and his portion of the East Saxon people revived public pagan
worship while Sabbi and his half continued to rely on the Christian God.
Subsequently King Wulfhere of Mercia (659-74), when he was the
dominant power in southern England, sent Bishop Jaruman of Lichfield
(the main Mercian see) to sort out the defaulters, and Jaruman is said to
have restored Christian order to the province.” In 666 Wine, who had
been bishop of Winchester, purchased the see of London from Wulfhere,
and the connection of London and the East Saxon bishopric was revived.
At one point Wine seems to have been the only Anglo-Saxon bishop still
standing, such had been the devastation of the plague, and after the
Synod of Whitby he organised the consecration of Cedd’s brother Chad
as bishop of York with the aid of two British bishops.”” When Theodore
arrived from Rome to become archbishop of Canterbury in 669, he was
very concerned about the legitimacy of any rituals involving British
priests as many customs of the British church were not in conformity with
those of Rome, and Chad was deposed,° but he was soon after appointed
bishop of Lichfield instead.®! Wine was succeeded as bishop of London by
Eorcenwald in 675, an Anglo-Saxon probably connected to leading
families in Kent and Francia. He founded the nunnery of Barking for his
sister Athelburh as well as the monastery of Chertsey (Surrey).®* If the
stone church of St Peter’s Bradwell was not built by Cedd himself, it may
well date from the time of Eorcenwald. From this point the East Saxons
were firmly integrated into a unified English church under the authority
of Archbishop Theodore.

Cedd, as we have seen, died and was buried at Lastingham. Bede
says that he was first buried in the churchyard, but was subsequently
moved into a stone church dedicated to St Mary and buried on the right
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side of the altar.®® This translation of his body would have marked the
point at which he was declared a saint, which at this date could be decided
by a community itself after appropriate manifestations.** Richard Morris
has suggested that two finely decorated pieces of stone sculpture from
Lastingham could potentially be from the shrine of Cedd (Figure 4.5).%° A
vision of the soul of Cedd coming down from heaven with angels to collect
the soul of Chad in heaven was described by Ecgbert in Ireland, who had
known Chad in his youth.*® Although Bradwell did not have the body of
Cedd, it is quite likely that they had other relics associated with him which
could act as a conduit to the saint, such as the staff with which he had
prodded King Sigebert.®”

Cedd’s body did not remain at Lastingham. By the end of the Anglo-
Saxon period it is recorded as being at Lichfield with the bodies of Chad
and Ceatta, who is otherwise unknown but could have been another

Figure 4.5 (Left) Lastingham 07 and (right) Lastingham 08: two
fragments from a possible shrine of Cedd at Lastingham. By courtesy of
the Corpus of Anglo-Saxon Stone Sculpture, University of Durham.
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relative.®® It is not known when Cedd’s remains were taken to Lichfield,
but it was presumably after Bede completed the Ecclesiastical History in
731 and before 900, as it occurs in the first part of a list of saints’ resting-
places that is thought to have been compiled before that date.® One
possibility could have been during the reign of King Offa of Mercia, when
Lichfield was promoted to be an archbishopric in 787.”° Cedd’s second
feast day of 7 January may relate to this translation.”* In 1841 six bones
were enshrined as relics in Birmingham Cathedral, and when these were
examined and tested by radiocarbon dating they were found to represent
three individuals, two of whom had lived in the seventh century and the
third a century or so later.”? These can be presumed to be what remains of
Cedd, Chad and Ceatta.

Conclusion

Although, as with so many people of the seventh century, there are many
gaps in what we know about Cedd, he was an individual who made his
mark and ensured that Christian worship did not disappear again from
Essex and the surrounding areas. Bede had heard only good things about
him and was impressed by what he knew of him and of the high standards
of his ministry. He brought the ethos of the Irish-founded churches of
Iona and Lindisfarne to south-eastern England to join the eclectic mix of
Christian culture from other parts of Europe and beyond to be found
there. Bradwell is the main place in southern England where vestiges of
Cedd can be found. The Saxon Shore Fort was one of his two episcopal
centres, and even if he did not build the church of St Peter’s himself, it is
only there because of Cedd and is likely to have been erected in his honour
and to support his cult. Cedd believed he had been put on earth for a
purpose and to benefit others. St Peter’s, Bradwell, is a fitting memorial
for him today and deserves to remain a peaceful place where
contemplation and prayer can still help those who come to seek it.
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5

Put to good use: The religious
afterlife of the Saxon Shore Forts

Richard Hoggett

Introduction

The chapel of St Peter-on-the-Wall is remarkable for a wide variety of
reasons, many of which are explored in this volume. Dating from the
latter part of the seventh century, it is one of the best preserved and
most significant buildings from this period in southern England,’
providing a rare and tangible link to the conversion period, during
which the Anglo-Saxons embraced the Christian culture that was to
shape English society for the next 1,500 years.? Foremost among the
distinctive characteristics of St Peter’s Chapel is its construction on the
site of the former western gateway of the Roman fort of Othona, one of
a network of forts that spanned the coast of south-east England, referred
to collectively as the forts of the ‘Saxon Shore’.* Historical, archaeological
and architectural evidence indicates that, following a period of
abandonment after the Roman withdrawal from Britain in the early
fifth century, from the seventh century onwards many of these Shore
Forts, and a large number of other Roman sites, were reoccupied and
put to religious use as part of the Christianisation of the Anglo-Saxon
kingdoms.

The deliberate construction of churches within the walls of former
Roman forts was more than mere chance, and the strong correlation
between the location of churches and former forts has often been
observed and commented upon.* It is frequently suggested that such
churches were situated in order to take advantage of the stonework
that Roman ruins provided,® and (as David Andrews demonstrates in
Chapter 1) this was certainly something that the architects of St Peter’s
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Chapel did, but a wider consideration of the evidence indicates that the
selection of these specific locations was more than practical opportunism,
being also a symbolic and meaningful act imbued with religious
significance.

This chapter examines the evidence for the religious reoccupation
of Othona and a selection of the other forts within the Saxon Shore
network. While each site has a unique history and local context, such
overarching comparisons enable the identification of cross-cutting themes
within the wider conversion process, as part of which many former
Roman structures, not just the Saxon Shore Forts, were repurposed as
early ecclesiastical sites.

The Saxon Shore Forts

The Saxon Shore Forts have recently been defined by Historic England
as ‘a series of later Roman coastal defensive forts constructed to several
different plans and portraying the development of Roman military
architecture during the third and early fourth centuries, all apparently
built in response to early Saxon raiders’.® The forts are located along the
south-eastern coast of England and, from north to south, comprise the
forts at Brancaster, Caister-on-Sea and Burgh Castle (all now in Norfolk,
but the latter in Suffolk until 1974), Walton Castle (Suffolk), Bradwell on
Sea (Essex), Reculver, Richborough, Dover and Lympne (Kent), Pevensey
(East Sussex) and Portchester (Hampshire) (Figure 5.1). Although
constructed at different times across a wide geographical area, and
therefore not part of a deliberately planned scheme, these eleven forts are
traditionally grouped together because nine of them were listed in a late
fourth- or early fifth-century document called the Notitia Dignitatum
(