
B y  P e t e r  H u n t e r  B l a i r .

A  Sw edish scholar rem arks in a recent study of the Old 
E n g lish  material in the eighth century M S . of B ede’ s 
Ecclesiastical H istory  which is now preserved in the Public  
L ib rary  at L en in grad ,1 that Bede “ spent his life at the 
twin m onasteries of W earm outh and Jarrow  on the northern 
frontier of the ancient kingdom  of D eira as defined by a  ̂
twelfth-century au th ority .” 2 T h is  remark im plies that the 
boundary between Bernicia and D eira on the eastern side of 
the Pennines lay on the T yn e. It is worth while exam ining 
the evidence for this belief partly because the course of the 
boundary between the two provinces pf Northum bria is in 
itself a matter of importance, partly because there is an 
additional interest in know ing whether Bede, the greatest of 
all Northum brians, lived in Bernicia or in Deira, and partly 
because the course of the frontier has a bearing upon the 
division, alleged by some scholars, o f the Northum brian 
dialect o f Old E n g lish  into North and South Northum brian 
in the eighth century.

There is not enough evidence to determine exactly the 
full extent of Northum bria in B ede’s lifetime, and it . may 
indeed be a mistake to suppose that its boundaries were 
ever clearly defined throughout their whole length. P er
haps the most reliable method of approach to this problem 
is to consider some of the place-names mentioned by three

1 MS. Lat. Q.V.I. 18.
2 O. S. Anderson, Old English Material in the Leningrad Manu'script 
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English writers o f the late seventh and early eighth cen
turies, the anonym ous L ind isfarne monk who wrote a  L ife  
of Cuthbert between 699 and 705,3 E d d iu s who wrote his 
Life of W ilfrid  between c. 7 10  and c . 720,4 and Bede him
self whose H istory  was completed in 7 3 1 .5 T h e H um ber 
estuary form s the most convenient point at which to begin 
the circuit because there w as no other boundary which w as 
so clearly recognized in the whole of E n g la n d  in the early  
eighth century. Th e place-names in Y o rk sh ire  on or near 
the coast include Streanaeshalch (now generally  held to be 
W hitby) and H ackness, and am ong those farther inland 
are the monastery called Inderauuda (now Beverley), Good- 
manham, W atton, Y o rk , G illin g , R ip o n , Lastingham  and 
Catterick. In Durham  there are H artlepool, W earm outh 
and Jarrow  by the sea, and D alton-le-D ale and Chester-le- 
Street farther inland. In N orthum berland there are Coquet 
Island, Bam borough, F am e and L indisfarne by the sea and 
Hexham  inland. Berw ickshire yields C oldingham , E ast 
Lpthian D unbar and W est Lothian  Abercorn and K in n eil. 
The northern end of N orthum bria’s eastern boundary was 
marked by the Forth which is described by Bede as a frontier 
in terms hardly less emphatic than those which he uses of 
the H um ber. It is clear from this selection of names which 
consists only of those on whose identity there is general 
agreem ent and which are culled on ly from the three authors 
named ab ove,6 that there w as no part o f the coast from 
H um ber to Forth which did not belong to N orthum bria in 
Bede’s lifetim e. Further, it is equally certain that all the 
territories which now comprise the littoral counties between 
these two rivers likewise belonged to Northum bria.

3 Ed. B. Colgrave, Two Lives of Saint Cuthbert, Cambridge, 1940. 
For the date of the Anonymous Life, see ibid., p. 13.

4 Ed. B. Colgrave, The Life of Bishop Wilfrid by Eddius Stephanus, 
Cambridge, 1927. For the date see ibid., p. x.

5 Ed. C. Plummer, Baedae Historia Ecclesiasiica Gentis Anglorum, 
Oxford, 1896, 2 vols. Hereafter abbreviated as H E where the reference 
is to the text, and as Plummer’s Bede where the reference is to Plummer's 
notes.

6 In these circumstances it has seemed unnecessary to give references 
in each instance.



A p art from the eastern boundary which everyw here lay 
on the sea, the southern boundary with M ercia is the one 
which is most clearly defined. Evidence which has been 
discussed in the previous volum e o f these transactions,7 
suggests that it w as marked by the wide expanse of m arsh
land at the head of the Hum ber estuary whence it ran west
w ards towards the Peak  by W hitw ell and Dore in northern 
D erbysh ire . These two names are not recorded until the 
tenth century, but it was then believed that they marked 
points pn N orthum bria’s southern boundary before the 
D anish invasions. T h e early  sources yield only one name 
in Lancash ire which can be identified with certainty, the 
river-nam e R ib b le , but the reference to it is such as to in
dicate that lands, in its neighbourhood belonged to N orth
um bria in the second half pf the seventh century. T o  this 
m ay perhaps be added W h alley  which', though not recorded 
in the earliest sources, is said in the entry in the A nglo- 
Saxon Chronicle for 798 E  to have belonged to Northum bria 
at that time. T he early sources yield no names for W est
morland, but in Cum berland there- are Carlisle, Derwent- 
water and S t. H erbert’ s Isle, as well as the rivers Dacre and 
Derwent. T h e distribution of nam es on the western side 
o f the Pennines is naturally somewhat more sparse than on 
the eastern, but there is little ground in this for thinking 
that any part of Cum berland or Lancash ire north pf the 
R ib b le  lay outside N orthum bria in B ed e ’s lifetime, and 
these two seem to' carry W estm orland with them, despite 
the lack o f place-nam es in early sources. North of the 
So lw ay  there are no names in the early E n g lish  spurces for 
D um fries or K irkcud brigh t, but B ed e ’s reference to W hit
horn in W igtow n, even apart from the evidence of the R uth- 
well C ro ss ,8 m akes it im possible to believe that the two 
form er counties were not in N orthum bria as well as the 
latter. A part from those already mentioned, there is only

7 pp. 98-126.
8 Ascribed to the first half of the eighth century by B. Dickins and 
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one other modern Scottish county which contains a place- 
name mentioned by the early writers as being in N orth
umbria, nam ely R o xb u rg h , which yield s O ld Melrose-, as 
well as the rivers Teviot and Leader. T h e rem aining 
Scottish counties south of the F irth-C lyde isthm us— Selkirk,, 
Peebles, Lan ark , A y r  and R en frew — yield  no< names of 
places which can be shown to have belonged to' Northum bria 
in Bede’s lifetime and which can be identified with certainty. 
Much of this territory lies above the 1,000 foot, contour and 
no doubt then, as now, a large part of it w as uninhabited, 
but there is great difficulty in determ ining where North
um bria’s north-western boundary marched with the W elsh  
kingdom of Strathclyde in the early eighth century, and 
this is a point on which the Northum brian spurces yield 
no evidence.

Northum bria, which w as by far the largest of the early 
English  kingdom s, was divided into two parts, now com
monly called Bernicia and D eira. These are convenient 
territorial names which were already being used by northern 
historians in the twelfth century, but neither of them was 
ever used bv Eddius or Bede who invariab ly wrote of the 
Bernicii or Bernici and the Deri or D eiri, generally in the 
genitive plural dependent, on regnum  or pronincia . Bernicii 
and Deri are latinized form s of O E  Bernice and Dere re
spectively. T h e derivation of Bernice  is not certainly 
known, but Dere is to be connected with a British  word 
dw fry “ w ater.” 9 Neither of these two names has survived 
in any modern place-name, but this is hardly a matter for 
surprise since both were regional names such as were not 
likely to be adopted as the names of tpwns or v illages. T h ey  
would tend to pass naturally out of use, except in the works 
of historians, as soon as the districts to which they referred 
had ceased to> have any liv in g  reality. The violent dis
memberment of the kingdom  of N orthum bria which resulted 
from the Scandinavian invasions and the consequent 
obliteration of m any of the old boundaries no doubt helps 

9 English Place-Name Society, xiv, 12.



to explain w hy later historians who m ight J?e expected to 
have had good sources of inform ation, found difficulty in 
determ ining the ancient limits of these two provinces. Con
flicting view s about th is matter are given by R eg in a ld  of 
Durham  and R ich ard  of H exham , both of whom wrote in 
the twelfth century. T h e form er rem arks in his Life of St. 
Oswald10 that D eira  form erly reached from Hum ber to 
T yn e  and Bernicia from T y n e  to Forth, but he adds that 
the land between T y n e  and Tees w as then a wilderness in
habited only by  w ild beasts. On the other hand R ichard  
of H exham 11 writes that in the time o f the kings, that is 
before the Scandinavian  invasions, D eira stretched from 
H um ber to Tees, and Bernicia from  Tees to Tw eed. A nd 
thus arises the uncertainty whether Bede belonged to 
Bernicia or D eira, and whether W earm outh and Jarrow  lay 
in the diocese of H exham  or Y o rk . R ich ard  has un
doubtedly made an error, arisin g  from the conditions of his 
own time, in regarding the Tw eed as the northern limit of 
Bernician, and therefore of Northum brian, territory before 
the ninth century. R e g in a ld 's  remark that what is now 
the county of Durham  w as uninhabited in early E n g lish  
times has been held to account for the uncertainty about the 
division between Bernicia and D eira, but it m ay be sus
pected that R e g in a ld ’s description is no more than a  pictur
esque invention designed tp cover his own ignorance. It 
is true that most of the fam ous ecclesiastical centres in 
D urham — Jarrow , W earm outh, H artlepool— lie on or near 
the sea, but it is known that Chester-le-Street was visited by 
Cuthbert in the seventh century.12 T h at he w as overtaken 
b y  night in some deserted huts not far frpm there is no 
evidence of the lack of population. A uckland13 is only one 
am ong a number of places and rivers in the county which 
contain a Celtic element in their name. Ebchester is

10 Ed. T. Arnold in the Rolls edition of Symeon of Durham, i, 339.
11 Ed. J. Raine, Surtees Society Publications, vol. 44, 2.
12 B. Colgrave, op. cit., n. 3 above, p. 70.
13 A. Mawer, The Place-Names of Northumberland and Durham, Cam

bridge, 1920, 7.



traditionally associated with Aebbe pf C o ld in gh am .14 These 
places are all remote from coastal areas. A dd to these points 
the widespread distribution in the county of sculptured 
cross fragm ents, by  no means all of which are as late as the 
Scandinavian period, as well as the frequency pf intercourse 
between Bernicia and D eira and it becomes difficult to 
believe that Durham  was more sparsely  populated during 
the seventh and eighth centuries than m any other parts of 
Northum bria.

T h e origin of the division into Bernicia and D eira lies, 
not in the breaking down of a single unit into lesser parts for 
purposes of adm inistration, but in the circumstances of the 
invasions them selves which led to the establishm ent of 
two E n glish  settlements in w idely separated .areas north of 
Hum ber. Bede knew, or at least recorded, nothing of these 
origins beyond the fact of Id a ’s accession, but he was aware 
that the division was an ancient one— nam in has duas 
prouincias gens Nordanhymbrorum  antiquitus diuisa erat15 
— and he was also aware that the royal fam ilies which ruled 
over the two provinces and whose genealogies are preserved 
independently, were quite distinct from  one another in 
origin, although they came to* be united by m arriage. F irst 
Edw in of D eira and then O swald of Bernicia were driven 
into' exile during the tem porary suprem acy of the rival 
fam ily and for a brief period after the death of Edw in  each 
of the two' provinces again  had its own k in g. E d w in ’s two 
sons are said to have been killed at the same time as him self, 
and the writer of some brief notes on Northum brian history 
which are attached tp the Historia Brittonum  regarded this 
disaster as m arking the end of the kingdom  of D eira. But 
this was not the case and the truth behind his remark is 
only that E d w in ’s own line became extinct. Even  though 
D eira seldom enjoyed any real independence after 633, the 
evidence is such as to suggest that for much of the seventh

14 B. Colgrave, op. cit., n. 3 above, 318, and Bede, His Life , Times 
and Writings, ed. A. H. Thompson, Oxford, 1935, So.

15 HE, m, 1.



century it continued to have its own king who was some
times opposed to* and sometimes allied with the Bernician 
ruler of the tim e.16 O sric (633-4),17 a cousin of Edw in, 
succeeded in D eira on E d w in 's  death. Bede ascribed to 
O swald (634-42) the credit of reconciling the Bernicians and 
D eiran s,18 and there is indeed no evidence of any independ
ent Deiran ruler during O sw ald ’s reign, but during the 
earlier part of O suiu ’s reign (642-70), O suini, son of the 
D eiran Osric, ruled in D eira until he was murdered at 
O suiu ’s instigation in 6 5 1. Even  after this, O idilwald (or 
Ethelw ald), a son of the Bernician Oswald, but related to 
the D eirans through his grandm other, reigned in Deira 
until his death in 655 in the battle at the Uinuaed in which 
he fought on P en d a ’s side against his uncle, Osuiu of 
Bernicia . A lthough this episode seems to have marked the 
end of open hostilities between the two fam ilies, both Osuiu 
and his successor, E cg frith , seem to* have maintained under
k in gs in D eira. There is no record of any independent 
Deiran k in g after 679, but these episodes show that, even 
when the two fam ilies were not in open opposition, the 
division remained a real one throughout the greater part of 
the seventh century.

T he boundary between the two provinces is nowhere 
defined in the early sources, and again  the best method of 
approach to the problem is to consider the various places 
which are either stated or im plied by Bede to have lain in 
one or other of the two. T h e river Glen in which Pau linus 
baptized and the nearby uilla regia at Y eave rin g  both lay in 
Bernicia . So  also did the unidentified M aelmin  which was 
used by later Northum brian k in gs after the abandonment 
of Y e a v e r in g .19 Th e scene of C adw allon ’s death w as near 
the R o w ley  W ater, then known as D enisesburna , 20 and

16 Plummer’s Bede, n, 120.
17 For the chronology of the Northumbrian kings I have followed W. 

Levison, England and the Continent in the Eighth Century, Oxford, 
1946. 272 and If.

18 HE, h i, 6.
19 HE, n, 14.
20 HE, in, r.



since Cadwallon met h is death at the hands pf the Bernician 
Oswald, it m ay be that the R o w ley  W ater lay in Bernician 
territory. T h is  is certainly true of the site of the battle—  
Hefenfelthy thought now to be S t. O sw ald ’s— which pre
ceded C adw allon ’s death, because Bede states that the cross 
erected by Oswald before the battle was the first outward 
sign of the Christian faith to be set up in B ern ic ia .21 T he 
monks of H exham  were in the habit of m aking an annual 
pilgrim age to the site, and the inference that H exham , too, 
lay in Bernicia is confirmed by other evidence to be dis
cussed below. In the passage in which Bede refers to 
Ninian and the m onastery at W hithorn he states that this 
place also belonged to B ern ic ia .22 T h is  passage has a two
fold interest for present purposes. F irst, if  carries the 
extent of Bernicia across the country to the Irish Sea, that 
is to say  far beyond the limit of territory which can have 
fallen into- E n g lish  hands in the early d ays of the invasions 
and into territory which m ay not have had a predom inantly 
E n g lish  population even in B ed e ’s own time. Secondly, in 
his reference to W hithorn, Bede is w riting of the contempor
ary situation. H e uses the present tense— Qui locus, ad 
prouinciam Berniciorum  pertinens uulgo uocatur A d  Candi- 
dam Casam23— and so indicates that in 731 the province o f 
Bernicia enjoyed an existence as a  distinct part of the k ing
dom of Northum bria, despite the obliteration of the old 
dynastic d ivision. Prouincia Berniciorum  and prouincia 
Deirorum  are, therefore, no archaic terms in B ed e ’s H istory , 
but the reflection of adm inistrative divisions of his own day. 
W hithorn is the most w esterly, S t. O sw ald ’s the most 
southerly and Y eave rin g  the most northerly point stated 
by Bede to have lain in Bernicia . It is, however, reasonable 
to suppose that Bernicia reached northwards as far as the 
E n g lish  boundary with the P iets on the F irth  o f Forth .

In D eira lay Catterick, the river Sw ale /th e  unidentified

21 HE, h i, 2.
22HE, hi, 4.
23 Ibid.



Cam podonum , the old W elsh  kingdom  of Elm et and the 
district of Loidis  from which Leeds takes its nam e.24 So  
also did Beverley  which w as known to Bede as Inderauuda.25 
T o  these m ay certainly be added Y o rk  and Goodm anham . 
It w ill be seen that the shortest distance between any two 
places of which one is known to have been in Bernicia and 
the other in D eira is the distance between S t. O sw ald ’s north 
of T yn e  and Catterick south of Tees, the one river favoured 
by R eg in a ld  and the other by R ich ard  as the boundary 
between the two provinces. It is, no doubt, from this very 
obscurity in B ed e ’s direct evidence that the conflict between 
R eg in a ld  and R ich ard  arises. There is, however, other 
evidence which, though less direct in kind, m ay yet come 
near to y ield in g  proof.

T he circum stances which led to the murder of O suini, 
k in g  of Deira, in 6 5 1, are described by Bede in some detail.26 
T h e  affair began with preparations for a pitched battle 
between the forces of Osuiu and Osuini, and the latter is 
said  to* have assem bled his forces at a  place called Uilfarces- 
dun. T h is place has not been identified, but its approxim ate 
locality can be determined from B ed e’s remark that it lay 
about ten miles to the north-west (contra solstitialem) of 
Catterick, which su ggests a point of assem bly in the triangle 
between Piercebridge, Greta B rid ge  and Scotch Corner. 
Since it is h igh ly  im probable that a D eiran king would have 
ordered his forces to assem ble inside hostile territory it may 
reasonably be supposed that Uilfarcesdun lay in D eira. On 
the other hand it seems no less reasonable to suppose that 
O suini would have assem bled his forces at a point not far 
removed from  the Bernician frontier. W hen O suini saw 
the strength o f the opposing forces, he disbanded his own 
arm y and took refuge in the house of one of his earls (comes 
Hunwaldus). but he w as betrayed and murdered at Inget- 
lingum . W hether or not this is G illin g  near R ichm ond,

34 HE, 11, 14
25 HE, v, 2.
26 HE, III, 14.



the place undoubtedly lay in D eira. There is perhaps a 
hint, but certainly no more, in this passage that the frontier 
lay on the Tees.

Much mpre important is the passage in which Bede de
scribes the division of the Northum brian diocese after the 
expulsion of W ilfrid  in 678.27 In early times the boundaries 
of most o f the A n glo-Saxon  dioceses coincided with the 
boundaries of the kingdom s to which they belonged. A fter 
the synod of W h itb y there w as a period of some fourteen 
years during which Northum bria form ed a single diocese 
whose headquarters were at Y o rk , but the expulsion of 
W ilfrid  provided an opportunity for putting into operation 
in Northum bria the policy of increasing the number of 
bishoprics which had already been carried out by Theodore 
in other parts of the country. B o sa  was accordingly 
appointed bishop of D eira with his seat at Y o rk , and E ata 
became bishop of Bernicia with a choice o f H exham  or 
Lindisfarne for his seat. Shortly  afterwards, H exham  
acquired its own bishop, Tunberct, and E ata  rem ained at 
Lindisfarne. U ntil at least the beginning o f the ninth 
century, and possibly longer, Bern icia  continued to have 
bishops at both H exham  and L in d isfarn e. It m ay be in
ferred that these two sees covered the full extent of Bern icia 
until their number w as further increased by the establish
ment o f a third see at W hithorn and a fourth at Abercorn, 
the latter being intended prim arily as a  base for work am ong 
the P ie ts .28 It follow s from this that the southern boundary 
of the see of H exham , where it marched with Y o rk , will 
have coincided with the boundary between Bernicia and 
D eira. There seems to be only one direct statement about 
the boundaries of the see of H exham . It is given  by 
R ichard  of H exh am ,29 and since the see had ceased to exist 
some three centuries before the time at which he w as w riting, 
lis  evidence cannot be regarded as more than a tradition.

27 HE, IV, 12.
28 Whithorn survived into the ninth century, but Abercorn became 

ttinct in 685.
29 Op. cit., n. 11 above, 20.



On the pther hand R ich ard , because he was a H exham  man, 
is likely to have been as well informed as anyone could be 
on this matter. H e introduces his remarks on the subject as 
representing the tradition of his own time—ut autem quidam  
ferunt— and goes on to say  that the diocese was bounded on 
the east by  the sea, on the south by the Tees, on the west 
by W etheral and on the north by the A in . T h is  statement 
is not so full as m ight have been wished, because it leaves 
some doubt about the course followed by the boundary on 
the west and in particular suggests that parts of Cum berland 
which were more than twice as far from Lindisfarne as they 
were from H exham , yet belonged to the see of L indisfarne. 
But for present purposes the southern boundary, the Tees, 
is the most important, and R ic h a rd ’s evidence on this point 
im plies that the whole of the county of Durham  belonged 
to the see of H exham  j and therefore that W earm outh, 
Jarrow  and H artlepool were in Bernicia, not in D eira. It 
m ay well be that R ic h a rd ’s information about the boundaries 
of the diocese o f H exham  w as the basis of his belief that 
the boundary between Bernicia and D eira lay  on the Tees. 
T here are several argum ents which m ay be used to test the 
value of R ich ard ’s evidence. T h e argum ent from the map 
is by no means without w eight. A t the time when the see 
of H exham  w as established, in 6785 Northum bria reached 
as far north as the Forth , and a division o f territory which 
gave to L in d isfarn e the whole area from  Forth to A in , more 
than sixty  miles along the coast, and to H exham  only the 
stretch from  A in  to T yn e, less than thirty miles, would 
have been w holly disproportionate, even if allowance is 
made for the greater importance of L ind isfarne. A g ain , 
H exham  itself lies on the south side of the T yn e, so that a 
literal interpretation of R e g in a ld ’s statement that the T vn e 
w as the boundary between Bernicia and D eira would lead 
to the absurd situation whereby a place in D eira w as selected 
as  the seat pf what was, on B ed e’ s evidence, a Bernician 
bishopric. T h is  argum ent, however, is not so conclusive as 
it appears to be, because the T yn e i s ‘the boundary between



the modern Northum berland and D urham  only so far as 
W ylam , whence the line turns southwards to the Derwent. 
A  similar situation m ight have prevailed in earlier times as 
between Bernicia and D eira. T h ird ly , it m ay be noted that 
after his victory at U inuaedf in 655, Osuiu dedicated to the 
religious life his infant daughter Aelffied, who was received 
into H ild ’s m onastery at H artlepool.30 F or eleven years 
previously, first under O suini, him self murdered by Osuiu, 
and then under O idilw ald who fought against Osuiu at 
Uinuaed, there had been open hostility between Bernicia 
and D eira. It seems unlikely that in these circumstances 
Osuiu would have sent his daughter im m ediately to a Deiran 
religious house. W ithin  a year or two it became apparent 
that without P en d a ’s help D eira w as no longer able to 
oppose Bernicia, and once Osuiu was firm ly in control of 
all Northum brian territory, there would be no obstacle in the 
way of H ild, and Aelffied with her, m oving across the 
boundary to W hitby.

If, as these points seem to suggest, R ich ard  was correct 
in thinking that the southern boundary of Bernicia lay on 
the Tees, it will follow that Jarrpw  w as in the diocese of 
H exham , and notice m ay now be taken of an additional and 
cogent argum ent in support of this belief. In the brief 
account which Bede gives of his own life in the last chapter 
of his H istory , he states that he w as admitted bpth to the 
diaconate and to the priesthood by bishop Jo hn . These 
events took place c . 691 and c. 702'respectively, and although 
Jo h n ’s connections were m ainly with D eira, since he was 
educated under H ild  at W h itb y, was translated to Y o rk  in 
705 and later retired to Beverley  where he died, he occupied 
the see of H exham  from  687 to 705. I f  Jarrow  had belonged 
to D eira it would have been natural for Bede to have re
ceived his orders from Y o rk , npt from H exham . Further
more, Bede dedicated most of his theological works to A cca, 
bishop of H exham , and several of them were written in 
direct response to requests from  h im .31 A s  Plum m er 

30 HE, in, 24. 33 Plummer’s Bede, i, xlix.



observed,32 Bede frequently addresses A cca in terms of 
the warm est affection and in language w holly appropriate 
in a priest w riting to his bishop. In conclusion it m ay be 
said  that, although the early  literary sources yield no direct 
evidence, there is a considerable variety of indirect evidence 
which w eights the scales heavily in favour of R ich ard  of 
H exh am ’s belief that the boundary between Bernicia and 
D eira on the eastern side of the Pennines lay on the T ees.

N O TE ON T H E  D IA L E C T A L  DIVISIO N.

The division of the Northumbrian dialect of OE into north and 
south Northumbrian which rests on a small group of texts mainly 
of the late ninth and tenth centuries, is held to correspond with the 
political division between Bemicia and Deira (R. Girvan, Angel- 
saksisch Handboek, Haarlem, 1931, §§4 and 5, 3). This is not the 
place to enter upon a detailed discussion of the antiquity of this 
dialectal division, but since Anderson (op. cit. note 2 above, 138) 
seems to find some support in the early MSS. of Bede's History for 
the view, questioned by other scholars (I. Dahl, Substantival In 
flexion in Early Old English Vocalic Stems, Lund, 1938, 18-21, H. 
Strom, Old English Personal Names in B ede's History, Lund, 1939, 
147-8), that the division is as old as Bede’s time and that Bede’s 
dialect was predominantly SNb, it is worth while commenting 
briefly on the evidence on this point of the two oldest MSS. (M 
written in 737 and L  written in 746), both of which are thought 
to be a fairly faithful reflection of Bede’s dialect.

(1) The preservation of OE ce, from \VG a, after c, which is 
characteristic of SNb in later times, is found invariably in both M and 
L  in the place-name element ccestir (from Lat. castra). It is found 
also in the personal names ccedmon and ccelin (whose W S form is 
given by Bede as ceaulin, H E , 11, 5), and it is regular in ccedualla, 
though cead-, showing the diphthongization of ce after c which is 
characteristic of NNb, is found once in M and twice in L . Diph
thongization is invariably present in ceadda, but there is some 
evidence for thinking that this is a predominantly Mercian name 
(E. .Ekwall, The Place-Names of Lancashire, Manchester, 1922, 29). 
(2) In the personal-name element deriving from OE seax, L  invariably 
shows the SNb form sex- (by fracture of ce to ea and subsequent 
smoothing) and this form is also regular in M, though there is one



instance of the NNb scex-. (3) In the treatment of the diphthongs 
ea, eo, SNb forms predominate in both M and L.

The evidence of these three criteria which has been drawn from 
the material compiled by Strom and Anderson, shows that in both 
M and L  there is a marked predominance of forms corresponding 
with later SNb, though there is a small admixture of NNb forms. 
Assuming, as Anderson does, that Bede lived near the northern 
frontier of Deira and that his dialect was a priori SNb, this is what 
might have been expected, but if the literary evidence has been 
rightly interpreted, Anderson’s assumption rests on a false premise, 
since Bede lived in Bernicia and some thirty miles from its southern 
frontier. The occurrence in these two MSS. which ought a priori to 
yield NNb forms, of a heavy predominance of SNb forms suggests 
that they cannot be used to support the view that the dialectal 
division is as old as Bede’s time, or if it is, that it did not then coin
cide with the division between Bernicia and Deira. Anderson’s 
view, moreover, forces him to regard the Durham place-names in 
Chester which derive from OE ceastir— Binchester, Ebchester, Lan- 
chester, Chester-le-Street— as exceptional NNb forms against a SNb  
background. But in. fact in Durham, as in Northumberland, the 
diphthongized form ceastir is the rule, not the exception. The 
boundary between names in Chester and names in caster, as well as 
the boundary between ce and ea after c in other place-names, lies on 
the Tees (Anglia B eib latt, 30, 225, E P N S ,  1, pt. 2, 15) and thus cor
responds with the political boundary indicated by the literary 
evidence. It is doubtful, however, whether this can be used in 
support of the literary evidence for the boundary in Bede’s time 
since the earliest MSS. of Bede’s H istory  invariably have ccestir 
which suggests that the development to ceaster in Durham took place 
later than Bede.


