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	Anglo-Saxon History: Overview

	

	

	

	55-54 BCE

Julius Caesar's military expeditions into Britain.

43CE

Successful Roman invasion begun by Claudius. (122, Romans build Hadrian's wall.)

410

After the legions are withdrawn from Britain, Emperor Honorius writes to the civitates that they must thereafter defend themselves.

449

According to Bede, Vortigorn invites the “Saxons,” led by the brothers Hengest and Horsa, to Britain as mercenaries to help defend against the Picts. However, evidence now suggests earlier Germanic settlement. 

493-517

The legend of King Arthur may be based on the great Romano-Celtic dux bellorum (leader of battles) whose forces defeated the Anglo-Saxon forces at Mons Badonicus, a site that has never been positively identified. (In Gildas he is called Ambrosius Aurelianus.) Apparently, the battle took place sometime between 493 (Bede) and 517 (Annales Cambriae).

c. 500-548

Peace.

c. 563

St. Columba brings Celtic Christianity to Iona.

c. 571

Anglo-Saxon victory leading to the eventual defeat of the British.

597

St. Augustine brings Roman Christianity to Kent. Conversion of King Æthelbert.

627

Northumbrian King Edwin and his counselors accept Christianity. Paulinus baptizes crowds.

634

St. Aidan comes from Iona to found a monastery at Lindisfarne, following the request from Oswald, who had recently become king of Northumbria and who had lived in exile in his youth at Iona.

657

St. Hilda founds the double monastery at Whitby for both women and men.
664

The Synod of Whitby, held during St. Hilda’s tenure as abbess, endorses the supremacy of Roman Christianity over Celtic tradition.

731

Bede completes his History of the English Church and Peoples.
757-96

Offa, king of Mercia, builds Offa's Dike on the Welsh border, consolidates power in Mercia, and views himself as the “equal” of Charlemagne.

793

Vikings sack the monastery at Lindisfarne (in modern times called Holy Island), which had earlier been made famous by St. Cuthbert.

795

Vikings sack the monastery at Iona.

793-850

Sporadic but constant Viking raids.

851

First Viking winter encampment in England.

865

Great Viking army lands in East Anglia.

866

Viking army enters York on November 1. York becomes the Viking capital in England.

867  

Northumbria defeated and ceases to be a major political force.

870

Vikings attack Wessex.

871-99

Alfred the Great reigns as king of Wessex.

879

Alfred retreats to the “inner fastnesses” west of Selwood and builds a fortress at Athelney. His army wins major battles.

886

Alfred occupies London. Danelaw established, setting new boundaries for English and Scandinavian territories.
887

Alfred begins to learn Latin.

899-955

Alfred’s son Edward the Elder and Alfred’s grandsons Eadmund and Eadred carry out the “reconquest” of England.

954

Expulsion of Eric Bloodaxe, son of King Harold Fairhair of Norway, from his position as the last Scandinavian king of York.

978-1016

Reign of King Æthelred “Unraed” (of poor counsel). Within two years of his accession, Viking attacks resume, and at the end of his reign Cnut of Denmark becomes King of England. (The author of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle regards Æthelred's reign as a disaster, but he appears to have been biased against Æthelred, writing this judgment from the later perspective of Cnut's ascendency.)
991

Vikings overcome Byrhtnoth's fyrd (or local guard), as recounted in The Battle of Maldon.

c. 1000

Date of the only manuscript of Beowulf.

1016-42

Three Danish kings of England: Cnut, followed by his sons Harold Harefoot and Harthacnut.

1042

Old Wessex line restored with Edward the Confessor as king.
1051-52

Edward may have met with William of Normandy over the succession in England, according to one contemporary source, and William may have received assurances from Edward that he would succeed to the throne, given that Edward himself provided no heir.

c. 1064

Harold of England appears in the Bayeux Tapestry to have traveled to Normandy at the bidding of Edward and to have made an oath there to William and received arms from him. (Thus some historians suggest that Harold at first recognized William's right to succession and later reneged, thereby provoking the Norman Invasion.)

1066, Jan 6-                Oct 14

After considerable conflict over the succession, Harold Godwinson is crowned on January 6 and reigns as Harold of England. The Bayeux Tapestry depicts Halley's Comet making an appearance, which many took as a sign of marvelous events to come.

On Sept 25, Harold’s army defeats a large force at Stamford Bridge led by the Scandinavian Harold Hardrada (along with Harold of England’s brother Tostig).

On Sept 27, William sails for England with an invasion force.

Oct 1, the date when Harold’s army probably begins the 250 mile march south from the victory at Stamford Bridge.
Oct 14: The Battle of Hastings ends with victory for William, hereafter known as The Conqueror.



