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The Angles and Saxons came to Britain in narrow boats called keels.  These boats were about twenty metres long, had no masts or sails and were driven by oars only.  Usually there were about thirty rowers.  The families of these men would sit in the middle of the craft along with the animals.  One man steered the keel using a very long paddle.

When the invaders came ashore they quickly decided where they were going to live and began to clear away the dense woods which covered most of the land.  They also had to drive away the Britons or Celts before they could settle down.  Then they planted crops as quickly as they could in order to avoid the risk of starvation.

As more Angles and Saxons came to Britain, they began to settle further inland, choosing valleys and land near rivers rather that the more hilly areas where the Celts continued to live.  They also avoided the deserted Roman towns for the Saxons felt that they would be too open to attack.  Instead, they preferred the clearings that they had made in the forests.

As for the Celts, a few probably managed to live side by side with the invaders but the majority were gradually driven into the more mountainous parts of Britain such as Scotland and Wales.
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This Saxon warrior has a two-edged sword, a helmet and a shield that is made of wood covered with leather.  It has a centre piece made of iron.  This particular warrior is fortunate in having a coat of chain mail armor, many Saxons had to be content with a tough leather tunic.

The Invaders Settle

The Angles and Saxons fought with each other just as they both fought with the Celts.  So instead of there being one Anglo-Saxon kingdom in Britain, there were seven separate little countries in what people began to call “Angle-land”.  In the north there was Northumbria.  In the centre of “Angle-land” (or England) lay the territory of Mercia.  The kingdoms of East Anglia, Essex, Kent and Sussex grew up along the eastern, south eastern, and south coasts.   This map shows their exact locations.  Notice how their names tell something about the people who lived in them.  Essex was the home of the East Saxons, Wessex was the country of the West Saxons.  The name Mercia means a frontier state.
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As time went on the more powerful kings tried to bring the other kingdoms under their control.  They aimed at being the overlord or Bretwalda of all England.  One King who did become very powerful was Offa of Mercia who even minted his own currency.  Traders came to his country from France, Germany and the Mediterranean. 

Offa built a “dyke” or earthen wall to mark off his territories from those of Wales.  You can still see parts of this dyke today over 1,300 years after it was constructed.  After Offa however, the kings of Wessex were to become the most powerful in England.
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A Saxon Village

The Saxons had no wish to live in the deserted Roman towns.  They had always been used to living in small villages, usually isolated from each other, and the large buildings put up by the Romans seemed like the work of giants to them.  They even thought that ghosts lived in the ruins.  So the Saxons built their villages where there was good land and water available.  They built a bank of earth with a wooden fence on the top of it and inside this they constructed their houses.  The poorest homes were made of sticks and mud.  These were the homes of the serfs who were little better that slaves.  Some of them wore heavy iron rings around their necks to show that they were not freemen.  The Ceorls (freemen) were farmers and they usually built their homes of wood.  The biggest house belonged to the Thegn or Eorl, who was the most important man in the village.

The Thegn’s house was built either of wood or of stone and if possible would be positioned on the top of a small hill, for this house and its enclosure would be big enough to hold the entire village in times of danger.  Inside the Hall, as it was called, the walls might be covered with woven work and there would be long tables and benches for people to eat and to sleep at.  There was one central fire, the smoke from which would swirl around the rafters. 

The land around the village was shared out amount all the villagers according to their importance.  The only exceptions were the serfs who were landless men.
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Some land was used for crops.  We call this arable land Some was kept as meadow land for the cattle to graze in and there was also waste land where wood could be gathered or pigs could be allowed to wander.

Saxon Farmers

The Saxons rarely traveled from their homes.  They stayed in their own village, growing their food and rearing their cattle.  They made their own clothes and their own tools.  They were totally self-supporting.

The most important task was to look after the crops on the arable land.  This was divided into three huge fields much larger than any field that you would see today.  Each of these fields was divided into strips separated from each other by mounds of earth called baulks.  There were no fences in the fields.

Every farmer in the village had strips in each of these fields; the more important a man was the more strips he possessed.  Each strip holder had to have land in each of the three big fields because one field was rested every three years so that it could regain its nutrients.

The Saxons made white bread from the wheat and darker loaf from the rye.  Barley was important because the Saxons used it to brew their ale.

The Saxons kept some of their land as meadow, for a hay crop for their cattle.  The freemen in the village could also use the meadow land for pasturing their cattle and sheep once the hay had been cut.
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The strips that each farmer worked were not together in neat compact areas.  The diagram shows you how they were scattered about in the open field.  This was done so that each man had a share of the good and poor land on the field.

Life in the Village

The Saxon villagers had to make a success of their farming, other wise they and their families starved.  They had to work very hard throughout the year, with very simple tools. The plough, which was the most important tool of all, had to be shared by the neighbours.  They would also have to share the team of oxen that pulled it.

Clods of earth in the fields had to be broken up by hand using a mattock, which looked like a pick axe only with a broader blade.  The arable land was raked over with a harrow, which looked rather like a larger version of a modern garden rake.

If you had been one these Saxon farmers you would have spent nearly all the daylight hours working on your strips, with just a little time left over for the vegetable plot around your home which was useful for leeks, cabbages and worts or herbs which the Saxons depended on for medicines.

Each village had a man known as the reeve who acted as the agent of the Thegn.  He had to see that the crops were sown and harvested at the correct time, that tools belonging to the Rhegn were kept sharp and returned after use.

All the seasons brought hard work for the Saxon farmer.  He had to plough and look to the lambs in the spring.  Then came the harvest, the haymaking and the sheep-shearing in the summer and early autumn.  In the winter, cattle had to be killed and salted and the grain from the harvest had to be separated from the chaff.
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Only during the long winter nights would the Saxons find some time for making furniture from their homes and for repairing their tools for the Spring.  All this would be carried out in a hut which had no running water, sanitation, and which was usually shared with the animals.
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Every Anglo-Saxon villager was expected to be loyal to his lord and he could be punished if he did not obey him, but this did not mean that the lord was involved in the day – to – day decision making.  Many important decisions affecting the life of the village were taken by the men of the village in an open air meeting (similar to a town hall meeting) called a Moot.   The Moot was open to all freemen over the age of 15 and was held from time to time to discuss complaints and to deal with such matters as the division of strips in the big fields amongst the various families.

Anglo-Saxon Justice

The chief of the village had to do his best to make the villagers obey the laws of the Saxons.  If the laws were broken then he had to have the law-breaker punished.

Under Saxon law each man had a money value know as ‘were-gild.’  The only exception was a slave who had no value at all.  If a person was killed, then the killer had to pay this sum of money to his nearest relatives, or to his companions, if he had no relatives.
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Theft led to all kinds of grim penalties.  A thief might have his hands or feet cut off.  Branding and whipping were also used as punishments.  The Ordeal by Fire meant that the accused man had to walk a certain number of steps with a red hot bar or iron in his hand.  When a suspect tried by the Ordeal by Water he was forced to plunge his hand into a pot of boiling water.   Afterwards, a priest would bandage the hand.  Three days would be allowed to pass and then the hand would be unbound.  If the wounds had healed, the verdict was “not guilty”.  If they had not healed, then it was believed that God had shown that the accused was guilty.

Although we may not think that the Saxon trials were very fair, we must remember that their laws were very important because a great many of them were made to ensure that the country was peaceful.  The ordinary people had a great many laws which were meant to protect them against criminals.  This was necessary because there was no such thing as policemen.  Usually crimes and the laws to deal with them were discussed at the village Moots and gradually everybody would agree what steps ought to be taken when a particular crime was committed.  

Saxon Christians and Scholars
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When the Saxons first came to Britain they did not believe in Christianity.  The churches that the Celts had built fell into ruins.  Instead the Saxons worshipped Woden, The God of War, Thor, The God of Thunder.  They also believed in another war god called Tiu and they looked on the Sun and the Moon as powerful gods.

The Celts of Wales had remained Christians and one of them, St Patrick had begun to convert the Irish Celts to Christianity.  Late and Irish monk, St. Columba, began to spread Christianity in Scotland.  He set up a monastery where a monk later began converting the Angles or English of Northumbria to Christianity.

Meanwhile in 597 A.D., Pope Gregory of Rome se St. Augustine to England to preach to the Angles and the Saxons.  For a time there were two types of Christians in Britain, those who followed the teachings of the British monks and those who followed the teachings of St. Augustine.  At an important meeting held at Whitby in 664 A.D. it was decided to follow the teaching which had come from St. Augustine.

The spread of Christianity gave men a better chance to study.  This was because monasteries began to be built as the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms were converted one after the other to the new religion.

The monks who lived in the monasteries could spend a great deal of their time reading and coping out their few precious books. In those days all books were handwritten.

The most famous of these writers was a monk called Bede who lived and worked in a monastery at Jarrow on the north eastern coast of England.  He spent the whole of his life in the monastery writing out over thirty books by hand.  The most important was his “History of the English People”.  It is this book that tells us most of what we know about the Angles and Saxons.

Saxon Handout – Poster Project

Directions:  Read the student handout entitled Saxons, then complete the following assignment.

Saxon Info Poster

Your assignment is to create an information poster on the Saxons based upon your textbook readings and the reading provided in the Saxon handout.  The poster must be on a 11x17 size of paper or larger.

Your poster will provide information grouped into the following headings;


Your poster will include either colored hand-drawn or cut’n pasted pictures, maps and diagrams.

You will be marked out of 20 for the quality of information that your poster has provided and out of 10 for evidence of effort.  For a total of 30 marks.
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