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Introduction: ethnic identities, cultural history and the archaeological research framework

It has long been argued that in the 5th to 6th century much of Worcestershire lay in British territory, based on a reading of historical sources and the absence of distinctive archaeological evidence of ‘Germanic’ settlement. Worcester has been identified as early ecclesiastical centre and the administrative centre of a small British polity in the post-Roman period, a territory in which there was continuity of the Romano-British farming regime and continued exploitation of key resources, such as salt at Droitwich. However the material culture of this British community seems to be largely devoid of materials that survive in archaeological contexts, and overall the archaeological evidence is very thin. There is little settlement evidence, and certainly nothing on the scale of fifth to sixth century Wroxeter, and so far no evidence for post-Roman Christian cemeteries has been identified. Anglo-Saxon cemeteries and settlements are found in the Avon Valley, and date from as early as the 5th century. The archaeological evidence is part of a much broader regional pattern, recently summarised by Bassett (2000). The contrast between areas with evidence for ‘Anglo-Saxon’ settlement and those which can be called ’British’ is a real one, whatever the reality underlying such constructs (Bassett 2000, 116-7, fig 1).

Nevertheless, these differences had apparantly disappeared by the late 7th century, by which time the region, and Worcestershire, had become ‘thoroughly Anglo-Saxon’ (Bassett 2000, 107). Despite this, the very low use of pottery in the area before the 11th century severely hampers archaeological research: gaps in archaeological knowledge are not restricted to the 5th to 7th centuries. Archaeological evidence from settlements is remarkably slight for the period between the 7th and the 10th centuries. 

The archaeological resource

The broad similarities between the estimated extent of the territory of the Iron Age tribe of the Dobunni, the Roman civitas of the same tribe (Civitas Dobunnorum), and the later kingdom of the Hwicce (as reflected by the boundaries of the diocese of Worcester) has been remarked on by a number of scholars. In a number of broad reviews of the post-Roman period, it has been suggested that Worcester was the site of an important late Roman church (possibly the seat of a bishop), and the centre of local administration in the 5th and 6th century (Bassett 1989, 2000; Dark, K, 1994, 2000; Snyder 1998). No direct archaeological evidence has been found so far at Worcester for settlement of this period, although there is circumstantial evidence for settlement continuity within the Roman defences (Dalwood and Edwards forthcoming). There is conclusive evidence for salt production at Droitwich in the 6th century and later, a continuation of industrial-scale production (Hurst 1997). This evidence is the most compelling evidence for the complexity of the economic organisation of the putative post-Roman polity. 

Some groups of people were buried in pagan style in south Worcestershire, such as at the Beckford cemeteries, dated to the 5th to 6th century (Evison and Hill 1996). In the Avon Valley, a number of other small inhumation cemeteries have been excavated, as well as localised settlement evidence with sunken-floored buildings (eg Dinn and Evans 1990). In 1992 a cremation burial was recorded at Hoarstone Lane and radiocarbon dated to 663-773 cal AD (Jackson et al 1996, 119-121). This burial is undoubtedly that of a pagan, and the first early medieval cremation burial identified in Worcestershire.

This archaeological evidence dominates the earliest medieval period. The cemeteries have conventionally been interpreted as the burials of people who had migrating into the area, and were only a small proportion of the population, and (whatever their ethnic origins) can be seen as a minority group in a British polity. 

There is a major gap in the evidence, in that it is not possible to discuss archaeological evidence for the ‘British’ element of the population. The evidence from other sources is particularly important. Bassett has pointed to evidence for continuity in the landscape in the , in the form of field systems (Bassett 1989, 241), although the detailed evidence has not been published yet. The place-name evidence is potentially important source in understanding the continuation of the British inhabitants. The survival of Celtic names for quite small streams as well as rivers has been noted in Worcestershire, for example the Trent and Parret, tributaries of the River Avon, and Lem and Dowles, tributaries of the River Severn (Gelling 1992, 57). However the appreciation of the full significance of this body of evidence must await its detailed study (cf Gelling 1992, 1). 

During the 7th century the territory that included Worcestershire was incorporated into the growing kingdom of Mercia. The inhabitants of this territory underwent rapid linguistic change, with Anglo-Saxon replacing Celtic and Latin. In the later 7th century the diocese of Worcester was created, and the observances and organisation of the church of Rome replaced the British church. Archaeological evidence for settlement in the period between the 7th and the10th century remains difficult to detect. Limited evidence has come from the settlement at Worcester (Dalwood and Edwards forthcoming). 

Ritual and belief: pagan and Christian

The episcopal see of Worcester was founded in AD 680 as part of the reorganisation of the English church by Archbishop Theodore, to serve the kingdom of the Hwicce (Dyer 1980, 7). The bishops held extensive lands within the diocese and played an important role in the development of Worcester as an urban centre (Baker and Holt 1996, 130). It is generally assumed that the medieval boundaries of the diocese preserved those of the original Hwiccean territory (Dyer 1980, 7).

An important question has been that of the early origins of the church in Worcester. It has long been argued that documentary sources relating to St Helen’s church can be interpreted as evidence for a British church with an extensive estate, predating the foundation of the diocese and the building of the first minster at Worcester (Bassett 1989, 2000). The evidence from which an understanding of the influence of the British/Celtic church in Worcestershire is extremely scanty. 

Inhumation cemeteries in south-east Worcestershire, as well as occasional cremation burials, can be interpreted as pagan burials. The relationship between ‘pagan’ and ’christian’ in this period is a research question that needs to be addressed regionally (Bassett 2000, 117). 

Communications – rivers and roads

Local routeways have been located from charter evidence (Hooke 1980, 43, fig 12) and these radiate from Worcester in all directions, including the bradan straet to Droitwich. Worcester is the focus of a well-developed system of roads, which point to the importance of the fording point of the River Severn as well as the river port (Hooke 1980, 47). The River Severn formed an important transport route through the region. Another systems of routeways spreads out from Droitwich, used for the transport of salt overland.
The pottery from the earliest urban deposits in Worcester consists entirely of imported pottery including St Neots-type ware, Stafford-type ware and Stamford-type ware (Bryant forthcoming); the same pattern is evident at Droitwich (Hurst 1992). No local pottery industry has been identified in Worcester or Droitwich assemblages before the mid-11th century. 

Towns

Roman Worcester was very much a ‘small town, with a local market function and well-developed iron industry (Dalwood and Edwards forthcoming). In the post-Roman period, the settlement was perhaps a centre of the British church as well as an elite centre. 

Outside the early defensive circuit archaeological evidence includes a small hearth, a coin of Offa, and a runic inscription on a sherd of samian (Dalwood and Edwards forthcoming). The excavated area appears to have been open pasture fields between the 5th century and the 10th century (Macphail forthcoming).

Worcester developed a river trade by the 10th century, with documentary evidence for riverine and coastal trade as early as the 8th century. In the late 9th century the settlement at Worcester was reorganized as a burh: a defended military centre, and a market. The burh defences have been sectioned at Deansway, and a area of house plots excavated, with buildings and pits (Dalwood and Edwards forthcoming). The town grew rapidly in the 10th century, with evidence for a mint, craftsmen, a large urban population. 

The aristocrats who appear to have lived in Worcester were no longer resident by 1086. Rural manors were still tenurially linked to properties in the town, but these properties were no longer aristocratic townhouses but were the generators of income from burgesses who were their tenants (Baker and Holt 1996, 140).
Droitwich and the salt trade. 

The production of salt on a large scale in Droitwich began in the late Iron Age, and its importance is well-attested in the Roman period. Although post-Roman occupation is notoriously hard to identify in the Severn Valley area, deposits have been dated to the 6th century and later at Droitwich (Hurst 1997). There were clearly important links between Worcester and Droitwich, only a few miles apart and linked by a major Roman road. The salt way via Worcester was of prime importance as this was the main route to the west.

Territorial organization

It is likely that much of the landscape was farmed in similar ways in the 5th and 6th centuries as in the 2nd and 3rd century AD. There is some evidence for continuity of Later Iron Age field systems into the post-Roman period, indicating continuity of the agricultural regime (Bassett 1989). Some parts of the Roman farming landscape had perhaps gone out of use, probably less agriculturally-productive land. However due to the problems of identifying post-Roman occupation through material culture, it is impossible to assess the relationship between Romano-British and post-Roman settlements. 

The local landscape around Worcester has been reconstructed from charter evidence, and suggests a ‘woodland landscape’, similar to the medieval landscape (Hooke 1980). In the area surrounding Worcester there is clear evidence of large areas of arable land, as well as pasture and meadow land (Hooke 1980, 41). There is also evidence that large areas were enclosed at this period, related to raising stock.
Settlement hierarchies, settlement patterns and farming systems

It is possible that patterns of environmental resource utilisation that had developed in an earlier period influenced territorial organisation in Worcestershire, as elsewhere in the west midlands. The concept of ‘linked’ territory has been described, in which regions of high agricultural exploitation were linked administratively with other less developed regions characterised by much surviving woodland or moorland (Hooke 1989, 10). This system of linked territory may have influenced the formation of Anglo-Saxon administrative units in the west midlands (Hooke 1985; Ford 1976).

Gaps in current knowledge and biases 

A major gap in archaeological knowledge of Worcestershire is the essentially aceramic material culture of the period between the 5th and the 10th centuries. We can easily recognise the ‘pagan’ cemetery sites and settlements of south-east Worcestershire, dating from the 5th to 6th century. The urban assemblages of the 10th century are equally distinctive. However we have not yet developed an insight into the ‘signature’ of settlement sites dating between the 5th and 10th century, and moreover have no detailed understanding of the nature of the wider landscape before the Late Anglo-Saxon period. 

Adressing gaps in knowledge through future research

Understanding settlements

On the basis of current evidence it would seem that pottery was not produced in Worcestershire before the later 11th century, probably part of a regional pattern (Vince, paper this web site). The understanding of this cultural phenomena needs to be understood within a broad geographic and cultural framework, but the lack of evidence presents major problems for identifying settlement evidence. 

The archaeological settlement evidence from Worcester (Dalwood and Edwards forthcoming) and Droitwich (Hurst 1997) is the most important for the entire period. It is probable that monastic centres such as Evesham and Pershore were also locally important trading centres some time before they were recorded as towns in the 11th century. Dyer has argued that a trading network with market centres must have been established across the west midlands by the 11th century (Dyer 1994, 290-1). It is probable that some of these early medieval trading centres were the sites of later medieval settlements, including towns. Later urban settlements and market villages may have acted as local trading centres long before the 11th century, and artefactual evidence may help define this pattern. 

However the distribution of trading sites is likely to be unpredictable. Some sites may be large but have little evidence for permanent occupation, as suggested by the eighth century trading site at Dorney on the Thames (Foreman et al 2002). The so-called ‘productive sites’ known through metal detecting in Worcestershire are high priorities for more detailed research. The information collectedvia the PortableAntiquities Scheme offers the way to appreciate the significance of such sites. Some years ago, Metcalf argued that the distribution of 8th century sceattas in Mercia represented a pattern of trade, in particular interregional trade (Metcalf 1977, 99-102, fig 8): the sceatta finds at Sedgeberrow and Badsey are perhaps significant indicators of rural trading sites. The deposition circumstances and context of the Severn Stoke hoard is uncertain (Hillaby 2000). 

Understanding cultural change.

The potential of large cemetery sites for understanding the processes of cultural change in the 5th and 6th centuries has been highlighted by Bassett (2000, 117). However contemporary christian cemeteries may be hard to detect, and it should not be assumed that these are located at the sites of later churches. Unaccompanied burials recovered during fieldwork should routinely to be radiocarbon dated to establish date. 

The deep stratigraphic sequences in Worcester and Droitwich provide important insights into the settlement history of the period. At Deansway in Worcester, detailed micromorphological study of dark earth deposits showed that the area was intensively grazed by livestock between the 4th century and the 10th century (Macphail forthcoming). At Droitwich, the sequence of deposits relating to salt production are particularly important (Hurst 1997). Both Worcester and Droitwich are key sites for the post-Roman and Anglo-Saxon period, and their full potential for throwing light on this period has by no means been exhausted. 

Understanding landscape change. 
In surveying evidence for change or continuity in the post-Roman environment, Petra Dark has noted that evidence for both continuity of agricultural regimes and woodland regeneration in different areas across Britain, including within the west midlands region (Dark, P, 2000, 132-4, 144). Locally-based research is needed to develop a understanding of landscape change that can be linked to the evidence for settlements and field systems. The absence of well-dated sequences in Worcestershire (Dark, P, 2000, fig 5.6) underlines the general lack of knowledge of the period. 

Well-dated pollen spectra from areas of intensive Roman occupation, such as Avon Valley, would provide a benchmark for understanding post-Roman change. At the simplest, the question of continuity of agricultural regime between the fairly intensive Roman arable farming in the area, and the intensively farmed and valuable estates of the early medieval period, could be addressed through a few detailed pollen sequences. 

It is important that potential locations for pollen sequences are identified and mapped by the Worcestershire Historic Environment Record: some are already recorded. It is essential that appropriate investigation methods are used whenever development or landscape change affects such locations. However understanding landscape change in this period is such a priority that all avenues for achieving detailed studies need to be explored.
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