
Were the Saxons really smashing?
410 AD – Romans leave Britain
449 AD – Anglo-Saxon tribes first arrive in Britain
590-700 AD Anglo-Saxon conversion to 
Christianity
787AD – Viking raids began

Most of what we know about this period was 
written by a British monk called Gildas. Gildas was 
born around 500 AD so wrote about events that 
happened a hundred years before he was born. 

The work of Gildas is a type of secondary source 
because it wasn’t produced at the time of the 
events. Historical texts like this aren’t always 
reliable. 

Another monk who write about this period was 
the Venerable Bede who wrote ‘A History of the 
English church and people’ in 730AD covering the 
period 55AD to 730AD.  

This was another secondary source because he 
was writing a lot later than the events described.  
However, his work was based on a wider range of 
evidence so is considered more reliable.  Likewise, 
the ‘Anglo-Saxon Chronicles’, written in the late 
800s AD, were also based on different sources.

By about AD550 Britain had been divided into 
different kingdoms with a large part controlled by 
the Angles, Saxons and Jutes in the East.  

We can tell where the Anglo-Saxons settled from 
place names containing Anglo-Saxon words.  For 
example, ‘ton’ and ‘ham’ both meant village. The 
term England also comes from the name ‘Angle-
land’.

To start with, the Anglo-Saxons followed Pagan 
religions but in AD 596, missionaries (led by a 
monk called Augustine) were sent to convert the 
Anglo-Saxons to Christianity.  

By 410 AD, the last of the Romans returned home and 
left Britain vulnerable to invasions. The Scots attacked 
from Ireland, the Picts attacked from the North and 
the Angles, Saxons and Jutes attacked from Europe.

These groups eventually settled in Britain – the Scots 
and Picts to the North in what is now called Scotland 
and the Angles, Saxons and Jutes to the South.  The 
Angle, Saxon and Jute tribes eventually became known 
as the Anglo-Saxons.

According to Gildas, in AD449, the British leader called 
Vortigern made a deal with the Saxons for help 
defending against the Picts and the Scots.  The Saxons 
were to be paid and rewarded with land in the South 
East. 

Gildas wrote that the Saxons demanded greater 
payment and when Vortigern refused, the Saxons 
rebelled and began to attack the Britons themselves.

According to legend, two Saxon
brothers called Hengist and 
Horsa helped the Britons fight 
against the Picts but when they
saw how weak the Britons were,
they returned with an army to 
start their own invasion.

Religious people called monks played a big role 
in converting people to Christianity, including a 
monk called Aiden who was sent to Northumbria
to help King Oswald spread the word.

Oswald gave Aiden the island of Lindesfarne
where he build a monastery for monks to live in.  
This Holy Island was very influential and the 
monks were successful in spreading Christianity. 
Lindesfarne monks even produced a famous 
illuminated text (text decorated with patterns or 
pictures) called the Lindesfarne Gospels. 

Key evidence: heritage sites, artefacts, 
historic poems & texts, drawings, 
paintings & secondary sources.



Why did St. Cuthbert come to Chester le 
Street?
Another important Anglo-Saxon monk was 
Cuthbert who became a monk after seeing a 
vision on the night St. Aidan (of Lindesfarne) died 
in 651 AD. 

In 684AD Cuthbert was made Bishop of 
Lindisfarne but resigned in 686AD and returned to 
his hermitage (a quiet religious place) until his 
death.  After Cuthbert's death, 
numerous miracles were attributed to him so he 
was canonized meaning that he was made a Saint.

Cuthbert was buried at Lindisfarne but in 875AD
Vikings raided the monastery and the monks fled, 
carrying St Cuthbert’s body.  They finally found a 
resting place for him at St Cuthbert’s Church in 
Chester le Street until another Viking invasion led 
to its removal – first to Ripon and then to Durham 
where Durham Cathedral was built, which is now a 
World Heritage Site.

Anglo-Saxons wrote poems and stories for 
entertainment. Beowulf is one of the earliest 
examples of a poem written in ‘Old English’.  The 
poem is set in 6th century Scandinavia and tells 
the story of a wealthy warrior called Beowulf and 
a giant monster called Grendel.  Beowulf dies at 
the end of the poem and his ashes are buried 
along with his treasure.

Texts like this can give us an idea about what life 
was like at this time but they are not always 
reliable sources of evidence. It is better to use 
them with other types of evidence to build a more 
accurate picture. 

Sutton Hoo is an important Anglo Saxon burial 
site which provides evidence about what life 
might have been like for wealthy Anglo-Saxons.  
Archaeologists found a king buried in a ship filled 
with weapons and treasures like the burial mask 
below.  This helped to confirm the wealthy lifestyle 
of kings described in the Beowulf poem. However, 
most Saxons were likely to be farmers – either  
Thegns (lords and landowners), ceorls (free 
peasants working for thegns) or slaves.

By AD660 the Anglo Saxons 
controlled most of Britain.  
Only Cornwall, Scotland and Wales
were still ruled by the Britons. In 
early Anglo-Saxon times, Kent was 
very powerful but later, the larger 
kingdoms of  Wessex and Mercia 
became more powerful.  Offa, one of the Kings of 
Mercia, even built a huge barrier between Wales 
and Mercia called Offa’s Dyke.

Anglo-Saxon kings laid down dooms containing 
laws and punishments for different crimes. King 
Aethelbert of Kent was the first Anglo-Saxon king 
to produce written laws. Kings ruled with a group 
of important men called a witan and made 
decisions at meetings called gemots and larger 
gatherings called hundred courts. 

By the late 8th century Britain was attracting 
attention from Scandinavian raiders called the 
Vikings who were attracted by the wealth and 
fertile land. The Anglo-Saxons started building 
fortified settlements called burghs to defend 
themselves. The Anglo-Saxons started off as 
invaders, but a few hundred later, they were 
threatened by overseas invaders themselves.
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