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THE PRE-DANISH ESTATE OF PETERBOROUGH ABBEY 

W. T. W. POTTS 

INTRODUCTION 

THE Danish invasion ofA.D. 865 and the subsequent settlement of the Danish armies 
recast the political geography of eastern England and, at the same time, destroyed 
almost all record of the earlier territorial divisions. Only that obscure. document the 
Tribal Hidage1  and occasional references in Bede and the hagiographers indicate the 
complexity of the divisions of the Middle Angles but even -the approximate positions 
of many of the regiones and folk mentioned are unknown. Of the great monasteries 
of eastern England only Medeshamstede, Peterborough, preserved some record of its 
earlier possessions although these are confused by later conflations and fabrications. 
The survival of these pre-Danish records at Peterborough was first recognized by 
Stenton. 2  The records include a list of the ancient possessions of the monastery 
preserved both by Hugh Candidus 3  and by the Peterborough version of the Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle (s.a. 657). The antiquity of this list is shown by the fact that several 
of the places mentioned cannot now be identified and others were never in the 
possession of the monastery refounded by St Aethelwold after the Danish settlement. 
In addition Hugh Candidus claimed that Medeshamstede had planted daughter 
colonies at a number of centres including Brixworth, Breedon, Bermondsey and 
Woking.4  This is the only surviving reference to the monastery of Brixworth although 
the great church - 'perhaps the most imposing architectural memorial of the seventh 
century north of the Alps' as Clapham 5  described it - stands today to confirm its 
existence. The extensive remains of a sculptured frieze at Breedon-on-the-Hill 
(Leics.) confirm that it also possessed a fine church before .the Danish invasion. The 
presence of monasteries at Woking and Bermondsey is confirmed by another Medes-
hamstede record, a privilege attributed to Pope Constantine addressed to Haedda, 
abbot of the two houses. This document shows many similarities to an authentic 
privilege of similar date preserved in Italy. Copies of two leases of monastic land to 
lay magnates also survive. As Stenton pointed out, no forger reconstructing title 
deeds would invent documents showing his house alienating its possessions. Taken 

1  W. de G. Birch, Cartularium Saxonicum (1893), flO. 297. 
2 F. Stenton, 'Medeshamstede and its colonies', Essays Presented to James Tait, edited by J. G. 

Edwards, V. H. Galbraith and E. F. Jacob, pp. 3 1 3-26. Reprinted in Preparatory to Anglo-Saxon 
England, edited by D. M. Stenton (Oxford, 1970). 

W. T. Mellows, The Chronicle of Hugh Candidus, p. 20. (Peterborough, 1949.) 
Ibid. p. 15. 
A. W. Clapham, English Romanesque Architecture, r, Before the Conquest, P.  33. (Oxford, 

1930.) 
2-2 
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together, these records demonstrate that some documents of the cartulary of the 
pre-Danish abbey survived the invasions and were available to the chroniclers of the 
refounded house. 

It is the purpose of this paper to suggest that another survival from pre-Danish 
times is to be found in the boundaries of the abbey estate recorded in what purports 
to be King Wulfhere's foundation charter. 1 ' 2  No genuine foundation charter survives, 
possibly, Stenton suggests, because the foundation of the abbey preceded the intro-
duction of land books, which are first found in the time of Archbishop Theodore. 
Post-Conquest writers at Peterborough believed that their house had been founded 
by Peada and by Oswy of Northumbria (Peterborough Chronicle, s.a. 66) but Bede 
(IV.  6) mentions only Seaxwulf as founder. Abbot Seaxwulf became bishop some 
time between 672, when his predecessor Winfrid attended the synod of Hertford 
(Bede, I Iv. 5) and 674 when Lndsey, over which Seaxwulf for a short time exercised 
episcopal authority, was lost to Northumbria. 3  The foundation must therefore have 
preceded the period 672-4 but probably took place some time during the reign of 
Wulfhere who died later in 674. It is possible that Wulfhere did make some sort of 
grant. The charter as it stands is a forgery but the estate with which Wulfhere is said 
to have endowed the infant monastery, as far as its bounds can now be identified, 
cannot have existed at any time after the Danish settlement. Its bounds do not coin-
cide with the area claimed by the refounded monastery under the dubious charter of 
King Edgar except for a short distance which is an obvious addition, and they cut 
across the county boundaries which probably approximate to the bounds of the areas 
of settlement of the various Danish armies of the eastern midlands. On the other 
hand, the estate is congruent with the political divisions of Middle Anglia before the 
invasion as far as they can be discerned. 

The boundaries of the estate described in the Wulfhere charter suggest a clumsy 
conflation of two separate areas. The first and larger area excludes the western half 
of the Soke of Peterborough, but extends into Lincolnshire, Cambridgeshire and 
Huntingdonshire, and includes large areas over which the later house neither exer-
cised nofclaimed authority. The second area corresponds to the western half of the 
Soke which is awkwardly attached to the bounds of the larger estate. The bounds of 
the larger estate run a complete clockwise circuit from Medeshamstede to North-
borough and back to Medeshamstede by way of the fens and meres. The second 
section starts again from Medeshamstede and runs to Northborough where it 
finishes on the bounds of the larger estate. It is clearly an addition. This section 

1  W. de G. Birch, Cartularium Saxonicum. Peterborough version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 
s.a. 656. 

2 Mellows, Hugh Candidus, p. ii. 
P. Hunter Blair, An Introduction to Anglo Saxon England, p. 256. (London, Cambridge Univer-

sity Press, 2949.) 
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defines the western boundaries of the Soke, which is believed to post-date the Danish 
settlement. The original boundaries of the Soke' are also found in the charter of King 
Edgar as recorded in the chronicle of Hugh Candidus. 2  This addition of the western 
half of the Soke to the earlier estate is no doubt an attempt to claim both the pre 
Danish and post-Danish estates. 

The counties of Cambridgeshire, Huntingdonshire, Northamptonshire and 
Lincolnshire may well correspond in the main to the territories of the Danish armies 
associated with their respective county towns. Alone amongst the Danish armies 
which settled in the East Midlands the army of Stamford is unrepresented today by 
a shire. The Soke of Peterborough may have lain within the territory of this army, 
which may also have included parts of Rutland and Kesteven as well. The reasons 
for the failure of a 'Stamfordshire' to emerge are obscure, 3  but whatever the cause 
of this anomaly the county boundaries in this area are still untidy in spite of their 
recent revision. 

The shires of Eastern England and the Soke were probably regularized at the 
English reconquest.-' The boundaries of the Soke and the Isle of Ely would be further 
stabilized by the refoundation of the two abbeys of Peterborough and Ely by St 
Aethelwold. The boundary of the estate defined in the Wulfhere charter is either a 
genuine recollection of the first Medeshamstede estate or a post-Danish forgery of 
unknown purpose. 

The bounds (Anglo-Saxon Chronicle), 5  as far as they can be identified run as 
follows. The map shows the location of the places numbered (Fig. i). 

'From Medeshamstede (_r) to Northborough (2) and so to the place called Folies' 
The Folly river (6 inch to the mile Ordnance Survey map) enters the River Welland 
in Peakirk parish. G. R. 181 074 (s). 
'And so all the fen straight to Asendike' (4) 
The boundary must be approximately on the course of the Welland but probably 
excludes Crowland, see below. The Asendike enters the Welland at G.R. 
260 150. 

The next section of the bounds is the most obscure. No point can be identified for 
certain until Throckenholt is reached. 
'and from Asendike to the place called Fethermude and so along the straight road ten 

1 The Peterborough version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, s.a. 963, has inadvertently omitted 
the section of the bounds of the western Soke 'ad Welmisforde, et de Welmisforde usque ad Clive 
et inde usque ad Estonam et de Estun ad Stanford, et de Stanforde sicut acqua decurrit ad supra 
dictam Northburch' (Mellows, p. ii). 

2 Mellows, Hugh Candidus, P. 33. 
H. Loyn, 'Late Anglo-Saxon Stanford', pp. 27-31.  In The Making of Stamford, edited by 

A. Rogers. (Leics. University Press, 1965.) 
C. Hart, 'The Hidation of Huntingdonshire', Proc. Camb. Antiq. Soc. LXI (1968), 55-66. 
G. N. Garmonsway, Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, s.a. 656. (London, Dent, 1953.) 
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THE PRE-DANISH ESTATE OF PETERBOROUGH ABBEY 	 17 

miles to Cuggedic and so to RaggeiviTh and from Raggewiih five miles to the 
straight stream (5) that goes to Eliii and to Wisbech and so three miles to 
Throkenholt ' (6) 
There are a number of straight roads and dikes in this area, some Roman, some late 
medieval and some of unknown origin but of evident antiquity. The Asendike cuts 
across some early Roman features but is parallel to others and in its modern form 
probably represents a recutting of a late Roman dike,' but the SW-NE alignment of 
roads around Whaplode and Gedney probably dates from the drainage and settle- 

.2 Some of the straight roads further north were accepted as Roman by ment of 1241  

the Ordnance Survey map of 1927 but they are not included in the 1956 Ordnance 
Survey map of Roman Britain and do not generally coincide with the Roman-British 
fields carefully mapped by Phillips and his co-workers. On the other hand some 
interesting coincidences do occur and the road running north from the end of the 
Asendike forms a parish boundary. The road in the charter may possibly be that from 
G. R. 302 174 to G.R. 391 16o, 63- miles long. Mellows3  identified Cuggedic with 
King's Dike, Cambridgeshire, but on what\grounds is uncertain. No early forms of 
the name of King's Dike recorded by Reaney 4  resemble Cuggedic. The 'straight 
stream that goes to Ehiii and Wisbech' is identified by Reaney 5  with the Shire Drain 
(also Cat's Water or Old South Eau or Lady Nunn's Old Eau) which at one time 
carried a part of the waters of the Nene to a point north of Wisbech. The north-west 
boundary of Cambridgeshire preserves its course. This river runs through Throcken 
holt (G.R. 358095) but is not straight and can hardly be said to run to Elm and 

Bounds of the estate: i, Medesharnstede; 2, Northborough; 3,  Folies;  4,  Asendike; 5, The Straight 
Stream; 6, Throckenholt; 7,  Dercuord; 8, Greatcross; 9,  Bradanae; JO, Paccelad; i i, Scaelfrerncre; 
12 1  \Vhittlesey Mere. 

Other sites: 13, Werrington; 14, Wansford; 15, Wittering; 16, Peakirk; i, Stamford; 18, Easton; 
19, Crowland; 20, Spalding; 21, Wisbech; 22, The Wiggenhalls; 23, Ely; 24, Honey Hill; 25, St 
Wendred's Church; 26, Wysemouth; 27, Hursting Stone; 28, Ubbmere; 29, Sweord Point; 

1, Kingsdelf; 32, Kingscliff; 33,  Thorney. 30, Conington; 3  
NOTE: Before the drainage of the fens the courses of the rivers were variable. Exact reconstruction 

is not possible but the courses shown are taken mainly from Fowler, 1934. A more recent recon-
struction of the Roman drainage pattern (Phillips, 1970, Sheet K), is similar but shows the lower 
Wissey on a more northerly course meeting the Ouse about 5  miles nearer the sea. The coastline 
shown here is based on the medieval sea bank. In early Saxon times the coastline lay one or two 
miles further inland, in some places. 6  

1 C. W. Phillips, Hallam in The Fenland in Roman Times, P.  35. (Royal Geographical Society, 
1970.) 

2  Ibid. P. 307. 
Mellows, Hugh Candidzis, P. 236. 
P. H. Reaney, The Place-Names of Cambridgeshire and the Isle of Ely, P. 208. English Place-

Name Soc. xix. (London, Cambridge University Press, 1943.) 
Ibid. p. xxviii. 

6 Phillips, The Fenland in Roman Times. 
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Wisbech, but a branch from G.R. 387 103 ran into the Ouse at Elm via Begdale 
(G.R- 455 o65).' Even if the ' straight stream '  is correctly identified it is not clear from 
the Peterborough version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle whether the preceding mark 
lay 3 miles upstream or down from Throckenholt but the Latin version of Hugh 
Candidus reads ' contra cursuin magistre aque ad Trechenholt 1 . 2  As the river flows west 
to east, the boundary mark (5) must have lain about 3  miles east of Throckenholt. 
Downstream is also more likely in view of the number of places named between 
Asendike and Throckenholt. Although this portion of the boundary is obscure it 
indicates that the estate extended some distance to the north into the fertile silt lands 
between the Welland and the Nene. 

C  andfrom Throkeitholt straight through all the fen to Dereuord (7) a distance of twenty 
vu/es' 
The name Dereuord survives today in the corrupt form of Dartford Road, March, 3  
G.R. 416967, immediately north of the river. The ford was that across the old course 
of the Nene. Reaney does not quote the Peterborough charter amongst his references 
under Dartford Road but the identification is confirmed by the next point on the 
bounds. The distance as the crow flies is only nine miles. 
'and so to Greatcross' (8) 
The Great Cross stood in Dugdale's times at G.R. 377  963 (8). 4  No trace of it now 
remains. 
'and from Greatcross through a clear stream called the Bradanae and from thence six 
miles to Paccelad' 
The Bradanae is an alternative name for the old course of the Nene (9).5  Bradney 
Farm (G.R. 373 942) and Bradney House, Benwick (G.R. 355 925), preserve the 
name. If the bounds follow the river, Paccelad may be an old name for High Lode 
(io) which enters the Nene from the south near Ramsey (G.R. 287875). 
'and so on through all the meres and fens that lie toward the town of Huntingdon and 
these meres and lakes Scaelfremere (ii) and Whittlesey Mere (-T2) and the others that 
lie thereabout, with the land and houses that are on the east side of Scaelfremere and 
from thence all the way to Medeshamstede' (i) 
The boundary here is roughly defined by the 'Old Course of the Nene' as shown on 
the current i inch to the mile Ordnance Survey maps. Scaelfremere was a small mere 
centred on G.R. 232870 (ii). A derivative of the name survives in Charderbeach 
Farm (6 inch), G.R. 242879,  significantly to the north-east of the mere where the 
houses mentioned probably, stood. 

1  Phillips, The Fenland in Roman Times. Map K, 
2  Mellows, Hugh Candidus, p. i i. 

Reaney, Place-Names of Cambridgeshire. . . , p. 253. 
W. Dugdale, Map in History of Inibanking and Draining (1662). 
Reaney, Place-Names of Cambridgeshire . . . , P. 254. 
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The relationship of the Wulfhere Charter Estates to the territories of the refrunded abbey 

The refounded abbey of Peterborough claimed that King Edgar granted right of toll 
to the abbey over an area corresponding to the modern Soke of Peterborough, 
together with an area to the south bounded on the west by Huntingdonshire and on 
the east by a line from Kingsdelf (p) to Whittlesey mere. Various versions of these 
grants are given in the Peterborough version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and by 
Hugh Candidus (Mellows, 1949, p. 33).' The boundary of this area is as follows : 2  

C  Hos est primo de tota Whitlemere, usque ad theloneum regis quod iacet ad hundred 
de Normanscross, et de Witlesmere sicut Merelade venit ad aquam Nen, et mdc 
sicut aqua currit ad Welmesforde 04)  et de Welmesforde ad Stanforde (iv) et de 
Stanford iuxta cursum aque usque ad Crulande (19), et de Crulande usque ad Must 
et de Must usque ad Kingesdelfe (31) et mdc usque ad predictam Witlesmere.' 
Fishing rights were claimed over Whittlesey mere and the surrounding area ' usque 
ad hos termino circumiacentes, quorum septemtrionalis est ubi primum intratur 
Merelade de ampne Nen, orientalis ad Kingsdelfe, austalis ad Alduines baruue qui 
locus est in palude contra medietatem uie Vbbemerelade, occidentalis ubi aqua de 
Opbece finitur ad terram 1

. 3  Evidently the Nene referred to is the present Nene and 
not the ' old course '  thereof. Norman Cross hundred lies in Huntingdonshire. From 
Whittlesey mere to the King toll of Normanscross hundred must cover the area west 
of the mere to the county boundary with Huntingdonshire. The Merelade drained 
from Whittlesey mere and entered the river Nene at about G.R. 210975. The next 
section of the bounds of the toll district as far as Kingsdelf corresponds with the 
boundaries of the Soke of Peterborough, of which the Must or Muscat formed the 
eastern boundary. Kingsdelf (30is now a fen (G.R. 240955) .4 The area over which 
fishing rights were claimed corresponds roughly to the part of the toll area which lay 
south of the Nene and outside the Soke. The place where the Merelade enters the 
Nene and the Kingsdelf correspond in the two areas. Aidwins grove (baruue) is now 
lost, but the Ubbmere (28) lay just south of Whittlesey mere (G.R. 227 873). Opbec 
is also lost but may correspond to the little stream leaving Stilton (G.R. 170900). 
The county boundary corresponds roughly to the edge of the fen. 

It is notable that in both the Wulfhere and the Edgar charters the abbey was 
claiming authority outside the limits of the Soke, but the area claimed under the 
Edgar charter only overlaps to a limited extent with the area named in the Wulfhere 
charter. The latter's claims extend as far as March, the Edgar charter's claims only 
as far as Kingsdelf. The Wulf here charter mentions land on the east side of the Mere, 
and by implication excludes the west side: the Edgar charter, however vague the 

Mellows, Hugh Candidus, P. 33. 
2  Ibid. P. 36. 	Ibid. P. 35. 

Reaney, Place-Names of Cambridgeshire.. ., P. 260. 
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wording, includes the land as far as the county boundary. The Wulfhere charter also 
claimed territories some distance to the north-east of the Soke while the western half 
of the Soke was only added as an afterthought. These significant differences between 
the charters suggests that the Wulfhere charter contains some memories of boun-
daries as they existed before the Danish invasion. 

The boundary. between Mercia and East Anglia 
At the time of the foundation of Medeshamstede the area of the Isle of Ely lay 
within the area of influence of East Anglia. The abbey of Ely was founded by Aethel-
thryth, the daughter of Anna king of the East Angles, although it probably lay in the 
territory of the South Gyrwe. The Gyrwe were a Middle Anglian folk, but at this 
time the Isle of Ely - at least in the geographical sense of the 7-mile-long ridge from 
Littleport to Stretham - was incorporated in East Anglia (Bede, iv. 19). How far to 
the north-west East Anglian influence stretched is uncertain, but St Wendred's 
Church, March (25), i mile south of the Dereuord, is dedicated to a saint otherwise 
only remembered at Ely, although both these dedications to St Wendred may be 
later in origin. For what it is worth, the Liber Eliensis xxii' associates Honey Hill, 
Chatteris (24) (G.R. 435  885), with St Aethelthryth's priest Huna, but this associa-
tion is rejected as improbable by Reaney, 2  who prefers to derive it from an otherwise 
unknown Anglo-Saxon of the same name. On the other hand' there is no evidence 
that East Anglian influence extended into the north-west portion of the medieval 
Isle of Ely, and Thorney (33),  which lies within the bounds described in the Wulfhere 
charter, was associated with Medeshamstede. It is therefore likely that, in the latter 
part of the seventh century, the boundary between Mercia and East Anglia lay along 
the old course of the Nene, and the ancient place-name March may well refer to this 
frontier. According to the anonymous Life of Coelfrid, 3  Botoiph's monastery of 
Icanhoe lay in East Anglia. Darby, 4  discussing the movements of the Mercia—East 
Anglia frontier, accepted the identification of St Botoiph's, Icanhoe, with Boston and 
as a result believed that East Anglia at one time extended into what is now Lincoln-
shire; but it is more likely to be identified with Iken in Suffolk where the church is 
also dedicated to St Botolph. There is no other evidence that East Anglia extended 
so far to the north and west. It is noteworthy that the Medeshamstede estate does not 
include any portion of the medieval half-hundred of Wisbech, although the boun-
dary 'from the straight stream that goes from Elm to Wisbech' to Dereuorde must 
have coincided' roughly with the present western boundary of this half-hundred. 

E. 0. Blake, Liber Eliensis, P. 41. Camden Society, xcii. (London, Roy. Hist. Soc. 1962.) 
2  Reaney, Place-Names of Cambridgeshire . . ., P. 249. 

C. Plummer, Venerabilis Bedae Opera Historica. (London, Oxford University Press, 1896.) 
H. C. Darby, 'The Fenland Frontier in Anglo-Saxon England', Antiquity viii (iç), 185-201. 
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Miller' and Pugh 2  point out that the Wisbech half-hundred had a number of charac- 
teristics which connect it with western Norfolk, and it was frequently referred to in 
terms which suggest that it had originally been an East Anglia ferthyng. Miller 
suggests that it was a 'late addition to the Isle awkwardly tacked on the rest' by the 
Danish army which belonged to Cambridge. Pugh attributes the addition to King 
Edgar. If the Wisbech area was also a part of East Anglia in the seventh century then 
it follows that the eastern boundary of the estate, from some miles north of Throcken 
holt down to the Ouse, coincided with the boundary between Mercia and East Anglia. 

The Regiones of the Middle Angles 

The estate is also congruent with the internal divisions of Middle Anglia as far as 
they can be identified. The North and South Gyrwe, each rated at 600 hides, are 
twoofthe numerous folk mentioned in the Tribal Hidage. From their position in the 
Tribal Hidage they are evidently both Middle Anglian folk. How this fact is to be 
reconciled with Bede's account of the foundation of Ely is not entirely clear. Bede 
refers to the regio of Ely, rated at 600 hides, which may well be identical with the 600 

hides of the South Gyrwe of the Tribal Hidage. On the other hand Bede (iv. i) 
refers to Ely as in the province of the East Angles. Bede states that Aethelthryth 
married Tonbert a prince of the South Gyrwe; Thomas of Ely, a much later and 
therefore less reliable source, states that she received the Isle as a dowry from her 
husband.3  It is likely that the South Gyrwe included the gravel ridge from Littleport 
to Stretham and some of the outlying islands as far as the old course of the Nene. 
The South Gyrwe may have been included in the Middle Anglian portion of the 
Tribal Hidage either from association with the North Gyrwe or, because this area 
was under Mercian influence at the time of the Hidage, probably in the eighth 
century. Peterborough itself was also in the land of the Gyrwe (Bede, Iv. 6). Crow-
land is described as 'on middan Gyrwan fenne' according to Die Heilgen Englands,4  
while a charter of 9575  mentions 'on Gruwan fen' in the bounds of Conington, 
Hunts (30). If the South Gyrwe are coterminous with the Isle of Ely and the area 
south-east of the Nene then the North Gyrwan area must have corresponded fairly 
closely and possibly exactly with the Medeshamstede estate. According to the Liber 
Eliensis the Gyrwe . are all the southern Angles living in the great fen in which lies 

1  E. Miller, The Abbey and Bishopric of Ely, pp. 14, 31-2. (London, Cambridge University Press, 
'95'.) 

2 P. B. Pugh in Victoria History of the County of Cambridge and the Isle of Ely, Iv, P. 4. (London, 
Oxford University Press, 1953.) 

E. 0. Blake, Liber Eliensis, p. 4. 
' F. Liebermann, Die Heiligen Englands. (Hannover, 1889.) 

W. de G. Birch, Cartularium Saxonicum. No. 1003. 
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the Isle of Ely ' . The Medeshamstede estate together with the Isle of Ely and its 
satellites covers most of the area of the peat fen. The silt lands to the north were 
drained and cultivated in pre-Norman times, as the line of Domesday villages from 
Spalding (20) to the Wiggenhalls (22) demonstrates. Goodall' suggested That, 
because the south bank of the Nene was occupied by the Sweodora, the South Gyrwe 
must have lain between the Nene and Welland, and the North Gyrwe must have 
lain north of the Welland. Schram' accepts this suggestion though simultaneously 
placing the Spalda in the same area north of the Welland. This argument takes no 
account of the association of the. Gyrwe with Ely. 

In the Tribal Hidage the Gyrwe are followed by the East and West Wixna, the 
Spalda, the Wigesta (also Witgesta), Herefinna (also Herstinna), Sweodora, Gifla and 
Hicca. The Spalda are generally associated with Spalding (20), less than 5  miles 
north of the Asendike. Asendike may well have formed the boundary between the 
Gyrwe and Spalda. Mawer and Stenton, 3  following Goodall, associate the Herstinna 
with the double hundred of Hurstingstone in Huntingdonshire. The meeting place 
of the hundred in medieval times was the Hursting stone (27), or Abbot's Chair 
(G.R. 29875o), 6 miles south of Ramsey. This regio was larger than most (1200 
hides), and probably covered all the elevated and still well-wooded area, between the 
Ouse and the fens, centred on Old Hurst. It may well have extended on the north to 
the old course of the Nene, which would form a natural boundary with the Medes 
hamstede estate. The hundred boundary now runs slightly north of the old course 
of the Nene along the present county boundary. The Hurstingas regio probably ex-
tended also some distance south and east of the Ouse into what is now Cambridgeshire. 

The Sweodora take their name from the lost Sweordora (later Sword Point) (29), 
a peninsula on the sot'lc side of Whittlesey mere (G.R.230293). -,  The ora, or shore, 
may have been the first landing place of the folk after entering Britain by way of the 
Nene. The Anglo-Saxons seem to have attached considerable importance to their 
first landing place, cf. Cerdices ora in Wessex or Cymenes ora of Sussex or even the 
Plymouth rock of their seventeenth-century descendants. It is clear from the reference 
in the charter to the east side of Scaelfremere that the site of Sweordora was excluded 
from the estate of Medeshamstede. This folk name is also associated with Sword dike 
or Swerdesdelf, an alternative name for Canute's Dike (G.R.200976 to G.R. 223963) 
on the county boundary between Huntingdon and the Isle, although the name was 

1  A. Goodall, 'The Tribal Hidage', Zeitsclzrft für Ortnamenforschung i, Heft 3 (1925), 161-76. 
2  0. K. Schram, 'Fenland Place Names'. In Early Cultures of North West Europe, edited by Sir 

Cyril Fox and B. Dickins, pp. 429-41. (London, Cambridge University Press, 1 950 .) 
A. Mawer and F. M. Stenton, The Place-Names of Bedfordshire and Huntingdonshire, p. xix. 

English Place-Name Society, iii. (London, Cambridge University Press, 1926.) 
The stone, or part of it, is now preserved in the St Neots museum. 
Mawer and Stenton, Place-Names of Bedfordshire and Huntingdonshire. 
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sometimes extended eastwards along the King's Dike towards Whittlesey or even to 
Ramsey.' Canute's Dike lies both on the edge of the Medeshamstede estate and the 
boundary of the double hundred of Normanscross, Huntingdonshire, which may 
roughly correspond to the land of the Sweordora, although in detail the present 
hundreds of Huntingdonshire post-date the Danish invasion.' Conington (30) 
(G.R. 1 75 86o) was probably the villa regalis of the folk. 

Goodall also associated the Wigesta of the Tribal Hidage with the name of Wisbech, 
and from their position, between the Spaldas and the Hurstingas and close to the 
Gyrwe and Sweordora, it is likely that they lived in this area. The name Wisbech 
was associated by Ekwal13  with the name of the River Wissey, Norfolk. Before an 
artificial cut was made to carry the waters of the Ouse northwards from near Little-
port (G.R. 578 876) towards King's Lynn, the waters of the Ouse turned north-west 
and ran by the Old Croft River towards Wisbech (see map, Fig. r). The Wissey 
joined the Old Croft River at Welney (G.R. 525940) .4 Ekwall believed that the 
lost place-name Wysemouth on the bounds of Wisbech referred to this confluence. 
He also identified the Wusan of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle s.a. 905 with the Wissey. 
However, Reaney° showed that Wysemouth lay near Benwick (26) (G. R. 342907) 
at the point where the alternative westerly course of the Ouse, running north from 
Earith, Huntingdonshire, ran into the old course of the Nene. The Wusan was 
therefore more likely to be the River Ouse. The relationship between the names 
Wissey and Ouse is obscure. They evidently belong to the class of twin rivers with 
similar but distinguished names which are found in many parts of Britain, such as 
Thames and Thame, Dee and Don, Tamar and Tavy. The name Little Ouse has not 
been found to occur before 1576 and is likely to have originated after the diversion 
of the Great Ouse into what had previously been the Granta. Before the diversion 
the Little Ouse was evidently known as Brandon Creek. Brandon lies close to the 
river and the village of Brandon Creek lies at its mouth. The name Wisbech implies 
that the name Ouse was once extended past Wysemouth to the sea. Before the diver-
sion, the land east of Wisbech would be linked to Norfolk by a dry corridor of silt 
lands in the area of the Wiggenhalls (22). The ancient continuity of the area is shown 
by the occurrence of two Wiggenhalls west of the modern Ouse and two to the east. 
Before the diversion they were separated only by a small stream draining to Lynn. 
This land corridor ran between the Nar to the north, which enters the sea at Lynn, 

Reaney, Place-Names of Cambridgeshire. . . , P. 208. 
2  C. Hart, 'The Hidation of Huntingdonshire', Proc. Camb. Antiq. Soc. LXI (3968), 55-66. 
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and the Wissey to the south, and was closed to the east by the eastward-facing 
Norfolk Devil's Dike (not to be confused with the better-known Devil's Dyke on 
Newmarket heath). The story in Felix's Life oJSt Guthlac 1  of the blind elderly man 
whose sight was restored on a visit to the saint's tomb indicates that the provincia 
Wissa was not far from Crowland and accessible by boat. Both the Wisbech and the 
Wissey areas could be reached by boat, especially if th e  waterway from near Throcken 
holt to Elm, mentioned above, was still open, but the journey would be easier for a 
blind man from the Wisbech area. Stenton 2  identified the Wissa with the Wissey area 
and was followed by Colgrave, 3  but Blair4  evidently accepts the identification of the 
Wissa of St Guthiac with the Wigesta of the Tribal Hidage although any relationship 
between the two names is doubtful. The St Bertin (Normandy) manuscript of the 
life of St Guthiac also identifies the provincia Wissa with the Wisbech area ' ubi 
castrum Wisbech postea ab episcopis Eliensibus constructum fuit'. As the addition 
must post-date the foundation of the diocese of Ely in i 109 it does not carry much 
weight. Schram-5  on the other hand does not identify the Wissa with the Wigesta but 
extends the Wissa westwards to the borders of the Spalda while placing the Wigesta 
between the Nene and Welland where he also places the South Gyrwe. It is possible 
that the Wigesta, who were one of the larger people in Middle Anglia (900 hides), 
stretched from the Gyrwe to the coast and from the region of the Spaldas in the west 
to the area between the Nar and Wissey in the east. On the evidence of the royal 
cemetery at Sutton Hoo the heart of East Anglia lay in south-east Suffolk. The Middle 
Anglian Wissa were probably a late and uncertain addition to the kingdom. The 
inclusion of the Wigesta in the Tribal Hidage, taken in conjunction with the evidence 
that the Wisbech area was once part of East Anglia before the Danish invasion, 
suggests that, as in the area of the South Gyrwe, the boundary between East Anglia 
and Mercia moved backwards and forwards as the balance of power changed. How 
ever, if the Wigesta are correctly located they provide a further example of a Middle 
Anglian people bordering on but not included in the Medeshamstede estate. 

Yet another Middle Anglian folk can be located on the bounds of the Medes-
hamstede estate. The Widerigga of the Tribal Hidage are evidently to be associated 
with Wittering (ii) (G. R. 055 020), and Werrington (is) (G.R. 170030) (Withering-
tonA.D. 972)67  in the Soke of Peterborough. Although the Widerigga are listed some 

1  B. Colo-rave Felix's Life of Saint Guthlac, p. i68. (London, Cambridge University Press, 1956.) 
2 F. Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, 2nd ed., P. 295. (London, Oxford University Press, 1947.) 
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distance after the Gyrwe in the Tribal Hidage, in what Goodall' refers to as the third 
portion of the list, Wittering and Werrington are the only places in England that can 
be associated with their name. 2  Wittering, by analogy with Spalding of the Spalda 
and Hitchin of the Hicca, was probably their major settlement and would be cen-
trally situated in the region while Werrington, on the very edge of the Medeshamstede 
estate, may have' been so named in contrast to the neighbouring Gyrwan villages. 
The third portion of the Tribal Hidage is particularly obscure, but includes, along 
with the Hicca and the Chilternsaetna, the Middle Anglian Faerpingas. The Faer -
pingas are usually identified with the Feppingas, amongst whom the Scottish priest 
Diuma died while on a mission to the Middle Angles (Bede, iii. 21). One copy of the 
Tribal Hidage has a marginal note to this effect ,4  but it should be noted that accord-
ing to the Hyde Register Diuma was buried at Charlbury, Oxon., 5  so the Feppingas 
probably lived in the Oxford area. Ekwall° identified the Bilmiga, immediately 
preceding the \\Tiderigga , with the people of Great and Little Billing immediately 
east of Northampton, although Gover, Mawer and Stenton 7  rejected this identifica-
tion on the basis of two aberrant late forms. Billing Brook, flowing into the Nene on 
the borders of Northamptonshire and Huntingdonshire, may also preserve their 
name. On the other hand, the occurrence of Billingborough (G.R. 118340) and 
Billinghay (G.R. 160540 in Kesteven may indicate that they lay to the north. In 
either case it is evident that the scribe was making a further circuit through Middle 
Anglian territory at this point. 

CONCLUSION 

In spite of the fragmentary nature of the evidence it is clear that the Medeshamstede 
estate was bounded on all sides by folk of the Tribal Hidage including the Widerigga, 
Spaldas, South Gyrwe, Herstinna and Sweordora and probably the Wigesta. It 
follows that the estate must correspond largely or entirely to the land of the North 
Gyrwe. The size of the estate is of the right order of magnitude. Six hundred hides 
is a measure of taxable value not of area. Although most of the area was mere and 
marsh, cultivation would be possible on the dry lands around Peterborough and the 
silt land in the north. These areas are of exceptional fertility, while the marshes would 
yield quantities of fish and fowl far in excess of local demands. An assessment of 600 

hides for about 200 square miles of land is not out of line with the 6,000 hides 
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attributed to the 2,000 square miles or so of Lindsey, or the 66,000 hides attributed 
to the 20,000 square miles of Mercia and Middle Anglia together. 

The later abbey of Thorney lay within the area of the estate and the abbey of 
Crowland lay on its borders. According to Hugh Candidus 1  and to the annal of 66 
in the Peterborough version of the Chronicle, Thorney originated as a cell for monks 
of Medeshamstede who wished to become anchorites. The place-name Ancarig 
(Peterborough version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle s.a. 66) supports this although 
Stenton2  doubts the association between Thorney and Medeshamstede on the 
grounds that a daughter foundation would not be made so close to the parent monastery. 
However, the account does not imply that the first foundation of Thorney was a full 
monastery although when Thorney was refounded in 9721t  was as a separate foundation. 

The form of the relationship between Crowland and Medeshamstede is uncertain. 
When Crowland was refounded it acquired an estate bounded on all sides by water-
courses, the Nene on the west, the Asendike on the north, the Shipee (Shepeau Stow, 
G.R. 305 122, preserves the name) and the Southeau to the south, together with some 
land to the west of the Nene south of Spalding. This boundary was marked by a 
series of crosses of stone and wood, and is preserved today by the bounds of Crowland 
parish. The refounded monastery claimed that the territory originated in a gift of 
King Aethelbald in 716, and a forged charter 3  was prepared to substantiate the claim. 
The bounds of the Medeshamstede estate from 'Folies to Asendike' ran near to or 
along the Welland, and bordered on or included part of the later Crowland estate. 
Beyond the Asendike the landmarks named are dissimilar and there is nothing to 
suggest that the northern salient of the Médeshamstede estate corresponds in any 
way to the eastern area of the Crowland estate. Crowland is not included in the list of 
daughter houses, preserved at Medeshamstede and discussed by Stenton, but in later 
times Crowland was in some way subject to Peterborough. The Peterborough ver-
sion of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, s.a: io66 records that Leofric, the abbot of 
Peterborough, also held the abbacies of Crowland, Coventry and Burton-on-Trent, 
and Ordericus Vitalis records a similar tradition at Crowland itself. 4  Peachurch (i6), 
only a few miles from Peterborough, is dedicated to St Pega, St Guthiac's sister. If 
the first house of Crowland was independent of Medeshamstede - and there is no 
indication of any connection in Felix's Life of St Guthlac, 5  then the bounds of the 
Medeshamstede estate must have lain some distance to the east of the Welland 
between Folies and the Asendike. 
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The hypothesis that the Medeshamstede estate is a forgery compounded of the 
estates of the refounded houses of Peterborough, Crowland and Thorney, on the 
supposition that Peterborough was in some sense the superior of Thorney and 
Crowland before the Danish settlement, must be considered. The boundary from 
Throckenholt to Dereuord corresponds roughly with the eastern boundary of 
Thorney and Whittlesey parishes. On the other hand, Thorney Abbey held sake and 
soke of Norman Cross Hundred from an early date, probably from the refoundation 
of the abbey under Edgar. It is unlikely that any forger would have failed to include 
this fertile area if he were merely compounding existing estates. Again, the addition 
of the western half of the Soke of Peterborough, while explicable on this assumption, 
looks from the way the circuits overlap more like a clumsy later addition. The areas 
of Crowland west of the Welland are also omitted from the Peterborough claim. It is 
unfortunate that the exact boundary of the Medeshamstede estate between Asendike 
and Throckenholt is unknown, but it is likely that the estate covered a considerable 
area to the north-east which was never included in the territories of any of the 
refounded houses of Peterborough, Crowland or Thorney. 

Dedication of land on this scale to the church in early Saxon times was unusual. 
The extent of the authority that Medeshamstede possessed over the estate at the time 
is uncertain, but exemption from the king's feorm was probably the most important. 
The account of the foundation of Medeshamstede s.a. 66 attributes to King Wulf here 
the words, 'This is but a small benefaction, but I desire that they hold it so royally 
and freely that neither tax nor rent be taken from it except for the monks alone.' 
Even though the words are a later invention the sentiment may be correct. 
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