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The succession of the medieval bishops of Hexham ceased 

early in the ninth century in circumstances which are obscure. 
Our earliest source for the date would seem to be the 
chronicle of the church of. Durham composed by a member 
of the pre-monastic congregation of St. Cuthbert between 
1072 and 1083, and reconstructed by the late Sir Edmund 
Craster a generation ago. It tells us that the see of Hexham  
had come to an end 54 years before the Viking leader Halfdan 
devastated Northumbria in 875: that is, in or about 821.1 
Until the year 800 we are on firm ground concerning the 
succession at Hexham. According to the early Northumbrian 
annals which have survived embedded in the first part of the 
Historia regum attributed to Symeon of Durham, Bishop 
Heardred died in 800, this being the third year of his pontifi
cate; then Eanberht was chosen and consecrated as his 
successor.2 But what happened between 800 and 821? On 
this point there has been a difference of opinion among 
modern scholars. Stubbs, followed by Plummer and A. B. 
Hinds, has Eanberht dying in 806, and being succeeded by 
Tidferth, with whom the series of medieval bishops of

1 H. H. E. Craster, “ The Red Book of Durham ” , EH R  40 (1925), 524, 
lines 44-47.

2 Hist, regum, ed. T. Arnold, in Symeon is monachi Dunelmensis opera 
omnia II (Rolls Series, 1885), p. 63. Eanberht’s name is here given as Eanbryth. 
The place of Eanberht’s consecration, apud Cettingaham, does not appear in 
related texts such as the Historia post Bedam and the Chronicle of Melrose. 
Possibly, as Arnold suggests, it is a later insertion in Hist. reg. from Hexham. 
Richard of Hexham, De statu et episcopis ecclesiae Haugustaldensis, ed. James 
Raine, Priory of Hexham I (Surtees Soc. Publns. 44, 1864), p. 41, reads 
Ethingaham.



Hexham came to a close in 821.3 On the other hand James 
Raine the younger, who paid more attention to the antiquities 
of Hexham than any other nineteenth-century scholar, 
delayed the death of Eanberht and the accession of Tidferth 
until 814; and to this conclusion the Handbook of British 
Chronology approximates, giving the date 813 for the begin
ning of Tidferth’s episcopate.4

The source of this discrepancy would seem to be Raine’s 
reliance on Richard of Hexham, the first author to attempt 
a comprehensive account of the early bishopric. Richard, 
canon of Hexham, became prior of his house in 1141 and 
was confirmed in office during the next year; he witnesses as 
prior as late as 1163 x  1166.5 His history of the church of 
Hexham has come down to us in a form completed after the 
great translation of the Hexham saints on 3 March 1155 [De 
statu , ii, 4, ed. Raine, Priory of Hexham, I, 49]. For the 
early part of his work Richard draws heavily on Bede’s 
Ecclesiastical History and on Eddi’s life of St. Wilfred; he 
also borrows from an earlier piece of his own, De gestis regis 
Stephani, which was probably composed between 1139 and 
1141.6 The first book of De statu brings the story down to 
875, and in the last few chapters [i, 15-18] Richard’s main 
authority is clearly the ancient Northumbrian annals, which 
he later refers to as gesta veterum Northanhumbrorum  [ii, 13, 
p. 60]. For the most part he could have found these pre
served in the first part of the Durham Historia regum, though 
it appears that Richard had a version of these annals before 
him which in one instance was more extensive than the sur
viving text of the Durham work. Under the year 788 
Richard’s entry has detailed information, corroborated in

3 W. Stubbs, Registrum sacrum Anglicanum (2nd edn., 1897), pp. 17, 244; 
C. Plummer, Two of the Saxon Chronicles Parallel II (1900), p. 65; A. B. Hinds, 
in Hist. of Northumberland III: Hexhamshire. Pt. i (1896), pp. 115-16.

4 James Raine, Priory of Hexham I, pp. xxxix-xl; Handbook of British 
Chronology, 1st edn. (1939), p. 184; 2nd edn. (1961), p. 232. Cf. C. E. Whiting, 
in AA4 24 (1946), p. 155.

5 James Raine, Historians of the Church of York III (Rolls Series, 1894), 
pp. 79-81; cf. G. V. Scammell, Hugh du Puiset (1956), pp. 115, 126.

6 De statu, i, 4, p. 17; cf. De gestiSj ed. R. Howlett (Rolls Series 1886), 
p. 154.



part by the D and E versions of the OE chronicle, which is 
not to be found in Historia regum or in such derivatives from 
it as Historia post Bedam  and the Chronicle of Melrose.7

The tale of Richard’s borrowings can be lengthened. He 
knew the eleventh-century pre-monastic chronicle of Durham, 
already mentioned, and took over verbally from it the con
clusion that the bishopric of Hexham came to an end in or 
about 821.8 His account of the last two bishops is as follow s: 
After the death of Heardred, Eadbertus vel Osbertus was 
chosen and ordained at the place called Ethingaham9 and 
ruled over the church of Hexham for fourteen years [De statut 
i, 18, p. 41]. Then, in the next chapter, Eanbertus vel 
Osbertus is listed as the eleventh bishop of Hexham, followed 
by the note xiii, indicating a thirteen-year pontificate. Twelfth 
and last appears Tydferdus,10 with the note sed tempus episco- 
patus hujus ignoratur, although a few lines further on Richard 
repeats the sentence from the Durham chronicle which implies 
the end of the bishopric of Hexham in 821. To add to the 
confusion Richard computes (if we can rely on the surviving 
texts) that the bishopric existed for 144 years after its founda
tion in 674— excepto ultimo episcopo cujus tempus ignoratur 
[De statu, i, 19, p. 42]; for 674 +  144 would bring us to 818, 
not 814. In the first chapter of book ii of De Statu Richard 
tells us a little more about Tidferth: “ as some relate, Tidferth 
the last bishop died on his way to Rome, and because of the 
violence of persecutions there was no one in that region to 
succeed him and take up his bishopric in his place ” : and so

7 De statu, i, 17, p. 38: Quo etiam anno tertio kalendas Octobris sinodus 
fuit in loco qui dicitur Aclech; cf. Chron. DE s.a. 789 [788], which mentions 
a synod at Aclea, but without a specific date. See Haddan and Stubbs, Councils 
and Eccl. Docs. I l l  (1871), p. 464; cf. also K . Harrison, in Yorks. Arch. JnU 
40 (1960), 246, note 1. There is evidence for a synod in south-east England at 
Acleah in September 787. Its relation (if any) to the synod mentioned in the 
northern sources is a dark question. Handbook of Brit. Chron., 2nd edn., 
p. 548, plumps for a single synod, in southern England, and in 787.

& De statu, i, 19, p. 42 (cf. ii, 1, p. 43); EH R  40, 524, lines 18-20, 45-7.
91 can no more certainly identify this name than I can the alternative 

Cettingaham of Hist, reg.
10 This reading of the York Cathedral ms. X VI. i, 12 seems preferable to 

the Tilferdus of Cambridge University Library ms. Ff. 1. 27, followed by the 
editors, Raine and Twysden.



the bishops of Lindisfarne took over [De statu, ii, 1, pp. 
44-45].

Making the best they could, it would seem, of this con
fused construction, Raine and the Handbook have assumed 
that Tidferth succeeded Eanberht in 814 or 813. But there 
can be little doubt that Richard has gone astray. The earliest 
surviving collection of English episcopal, lists, the Mercian 
fragment in Cotton ms. Vespasian B. VI, already notes Tid
ferth as the immediate successor of Eanberht;11 and this 
fragment, in Dr. Sisam’s view, “ can be dated fairly closely. 
about the year 812.”12 Because episcopal dates are them
selves an important factor in dating the Mercian fragment, 
this piece of evidence alone is perhaps not quite conclusive 
that Tidferth was already bishop by 812. The decisive 
objection to Richard’s construction comes from the OE 
chronicle, for versions D, E and F have Bishop Eanberht 
dying in 806. This is an annal of authority—the last of the 
entries from the early Northumbrian annals which are known 
to have been incorporated in the DE recension of the 
chronicle.13 Chron. E  correctly reports the lunar eclipse of 
1 September 806.14 The only doubt is, whether the other two 
items of the annal, the expulsion of King Eardwulf of 
Northumbria and the death of Bishop Eanberht, really belong 
to 806 rather than to 808, since the chronicle at this period 
sometimes falls a couple of years into arrears in its dating. 
Plummer’s suggestions that the expulsion of Eardwulf “ is 
probably to be referred to the end of 807 or beginning of 
808 ”15 gains support from foreign sources,16 and also from

11 Printed by M. R. James, Cat. of M SS. in Corpus Christi College, 
Cambridge I (1912), pp. 434-5. The episcopal list for Hexham in the Corpus 
ms. 183, fo. 64b (James, loc. cit.), which comes from the early tenth century 
and was formerly a Durham book (cf. N. Ker, Medieval Libraries, p. 38), ends 
with Eanberht. Later lists, like those in Florence of Worcester, Chron. ex 
chron., ed. B. Thorpe, i. 25, and in Durham Cathedral library ms. B. ii. 35, 
fo. 149v (middle of twelfth century), give the full succession Heardred—Eanberht 
—Tidferth.

12 K . Sisam, Proc. Brit. Acad. 39 (1953), 289.
13 Plummer, Two Saxon Chronicles II, p. 84.
14 Plummer, II, p. 68. Chron. D. has a solar eclipse.
15 loc. cit.
16 C f. Haddan and Stubbs, III, 561.



later English ones: the so-called Annales Lindisfarhenses, 
whose authority is discussed below, place the accession of 
King Aelfwald, which followed Eardwulf’s expulsion, and 
also the death of Bishop Eanberht, s.a. 808; Roger of 
Wendover, writing indeed in the early thirteenth century, but 
with access to ancient Northumbrian material, also puts the 
succession of Aelfwald to Eardwulf s.a. 808, though he makes 
no mention of Eanberht’s death.17 On the other hand, if we 
accept the statement of Symeon’s Historia Dunelmensis 
Ecclesiae that Eardwulf was driven out in the tenth year of 
his reign, this would suggest that he was expelled before 
26 May 806.18 And even if 808 is preferred to 806 for the 
ejection of Eardwulf, that does not necessarily carry the death 
of Bishop Eanberht to the later date also. But the margin of 
doubt is narrow: there is good evidence that Eanberht died 
either in 806 or 808, and Stubbs and those who followed him 
had justification for the date they chose. How long the 
vacancy at Hexham may have lasted until the accession of 
Tidferth, there seems no means of determining.

What led Richard of Hexham astray? The vicissitudes of 
the church of Hexham from the beginning of the ninth 
century onwards make it unlikely that there was much early 
local material available at Hexham for Richard in the middle 
of the twelfth century. He had to draw on more fortunate 
neighbours: and the obvious source was Durham. The 
version of the old Northumbrian annals used by the compiler 
of the first part of the Durham Historia regum did not extend 
beyond 802; nor apparently did the version known to Richard 
(whether or not that version was exactly the same as the one 
which lay behind the Historia regum). Thus he did not know 
the annal for 806 [? 808] which was the basis for the entry 
in the DE recension of the OE chronicle, and so he was

17 Roger, Flores Hist or. s.a. 808, in Matth. Paris., Chron. maiora, ed. Luard, 
I (Rolls Series, 1872), p. 370. See also Luard’s introduction, p. xliii.

18 Symeon, Hist. Dunelm Eccles., ii, 5, ed. Arnold, in Symeonis monachi 
Dunelmensis opera omnia I (Rolls Series, 1882), p. 52; cf. Hist. reg. s.a. 796, 
p. 58.



denied the information from this source that the date of 
Eanberht’s death was not 814, but 806 /8 .19

But how did Richard arrive at the date 814? An answer is 
suggested by his alternative name for Eanberht, the Eadbertus 
vel Osbertus of De statu, i, 18; the Eanbertus vel Osbertus of 
i, 19, when this is considered in the light of another Durham 
historical source. In 1862 the German scholar G. H. Pertz 
discovered in a former Durham manuscript, now Hunterian 
ms. T.4.2 in the University Library, Glasgow, a number of 
annalistic entries in the margins of a group of Easter tables. 
These annals Pertz esteemed very highly, taking them to 
represent entries made contemporaneously from the eighth 
century onwards; he published them in the folio series of 
Scriptores in the Monumenta Germaniae Historica under the 
title Annales Lindisfarnenses et Dunelmenses.20 As the 
criticism of Theopold and Wilhelm Levison has shown, Pertz 
overestimated the value of these annals, particularly the early 
ones; they are not contemporary entries in the Easter 
tables, but the work of some compiler at Durham in the 
twelfth century.21 Nevertheless, two of them are much to 
our present purpose. S.a. 808 we read: Aelfwald regnavit 
ii annis. Eanbert Hagulstadensis episcopus obiit; and s.a. 
820: Osbertus ultimus episcopus Hagulstadensis obiit.22 That 
Eanberht died in 808 is possible, as we have seen; 820 is not 
far out as the date of the death of the last bishop of Hexham. 
But Eanberht’s successor was Tidferth, not Osberht: on that 
point the evidence of the fragment in Vespasian B. VI is 
definite. There seems in fact no room for an Osberht in the 
Hexham succession, and the Annales Lindisfarnenses would 
appear to be mistaken when they insert his name in place of 
Tidferth’s.

19 Though if he used (as is suggested below) the Annales Lindisfarnenses or 
a similar source, he would have found 808 given as the year of Eanberht’s death.

20 M GH  SS . X IX  (1866), pp. 502 sqq.
21 L . Theopold, Kritische Untersuchungen iiber die Quellen zur angelsach- 

sischen Geschichte des achten Jahrhunderts (Lemgo, 1872), pp. 71-2 ; W. 
Levison, England and the Continent in the Eighth Century (1946), p. 114  and 
note: H. S. Offler, Medieval Historians of Durham (1958), p. 21, note 21.

22 M GH. SS. X IX , p. 506.



But it looks very much as if Richard of Hexham met this 
substitution in these annals or in some source akin to them, 
and allowed it to confuse him thoroughly. He knew that 
Tidferth, not Osberht, was the last bishop of Hexham; but 
instead of rejecting Osberht, he made room for him by 
equating him with Tidferth’s predecessor, Eanberht. He 
may have reckoned that Osberht’s pontificate, on the evidence 
of the Annales Lindisfarnenses, lasted twelve years; or 
thirteen, if the end of the succession of Hexham bishops came 
at what he thought was the correct date: 821. But then in 
Richard’s mind Osberht became identified with Eanberht; 
and as the date of Eanberht’s accession was firmly established 
as 800, Eanberht/Osberht had to be allowed to live on until 
813 (according to De statu, i, 19, p. 42), or even until 814 
(i, 18, p. 41). It seems possible to explain at least some of 
the confusion in Richard’s account of the last two bishops of 
Hexham in this w ay: he led himself astray by conflating his 
genuine information, which did not go quite far enough, with 
an erroneous tradition based on the Lindisfarne annals or a 
cognate source. Thus the De statu is not good authority for 
the dates when Eanberht died and Tidferth succeeded. For 
the latter event, indeed, we cannot assign a date with 
certainty; for Eanberht’s death the choice lies between 806 
and 808.




