
The Anglo Saxon Invasions 

I) The Invaders : 

     By the 4th century, Britain was a land of temptation to the greedy. Its wealth, its mild 

climate and its centuries of peace made it subject of invasion. At first, the Germanic tribes 

only raided Britain, but after AD430, they began to settle on the island. They were illeterate 

and warlike. The only source of information about that period is mainly by an English monk 

named « Bede ». He wrote a book called « Ecclesiastical History of the English 

People ».According to Bede, the invaders came from three powerful Germanic tribes : 

Saxons, Angles and Jutes.  

- The Jutes settled in Kent and along the South  

- The Angles settled in the east and in the North mid-lands. 

- The Saxons settled between the Jutes and the Angles. 

     The name England, thus was given by the Anglo Saxon migrations. England= the land of 

Angles. They established Kingdoms that still exist : Essex (east Saxons), Sussex (South), 

Wessex( West) and Middlesex(middle).  

     By the middle of the 7th century, there existed the three largest and the most powerful 

Kingdoms (Northumbia, Mercia and Wessex). A century later(mid 8thc) the king of 

Mercia(Offa) claimed kingship of the English people. After his death, the power of Mercia 

waned. At that time, a king’s power depended on the loyality of his followers.  Similarly 

to the Celts, the Anglo- Saxons believed that the man’s first duty was to his own family. 

However, things were changing as the Saxon kings replaced the loyality to family with 

loyality to Lord or King. 

 

What about the original people( British Celts) ? 

     In fact, they fought the raiders and the settlers and were slowly pushed westwards. By 570, 

they were forced west of Gloucester. Most of them were pushed into the mountains of the far 

west.( the Saxons called Wales= Weallas which means the land of foreigners). Other Celts 

were driven into the low-lands of the North( Scotland). Many, however, became slaves of the 

Saxons. What remains in England were only names of some rivers : Thames, Mersey, Severn 

and Avon and Two large cities : London and Leeds.  

II) Government and Society : 

1) The Anglo Saxons created institutions which made the English state very strong for 

the next 500years. They created the King’s council called the Witan. It comprised 

groups of Senior warriors and Church men. The King turned to this council for advice 

or support on difficult matters. By the 10th century, the Witan issued laws and 

charters. It had the authority to choose Kings and to gree the use of King’s laws. 

Therefore, it had authority over the King. However, it wasn’t democratic as the King 

could ignore the Witan’s advice. (it might be dangerous to do so) 



2) The Saxons divided the land into new administrative areas based on shires(a Saxon 

word) or counties (a Norman word). Their technology changed the shape of English 

agriculture. Unlike the British Celts who kept small square fields and used light 

plough drawn by an animal or two people, the Anglo-Saxons introduced a heavy 

ploughing  material to plough long straight lines across the field( it was useful for 

heavy soils).  This new ploughing method led to changes in land. Each family had a 

number of strips and shared the cattle of oxen.  

     The Anglo Saxon method was the basis of English Agriculture. One field was for 

Spring crops, the other was for Autumn crops whereas the other was left to rest a year 

or used as a land for animals to feed on. Each village had a manor house held by a 

lord= aldermen. It was a place that regulated many services : 

                                           - Local villagers came to pay taxes. 

                               -As an administration of justice. 

                               -Where men met to join the army. 

              This is the beginning of Manorial system( a class system of King, Church men, Lord, 

soldiers and workers). 

Christianity : Church and State. 

     Christianity reached Britain before it was accepted by the Roman Emperor 

« Constantine » in the early 4th century AD. It was firmly established across Britain. But 

the Anglo Saxons belonged to older Germanic Religion and they drove the Celts into the 

West and North. It was the Celtic church which brought Christianity to ordinary people.      

The two Christian churches : Roman and Celtic were different. One was interested in the 

hearts of ordinary people( the Celtic one). The other was interested in authority and 

organisation. But the Celtic church retreated as Rome extended its authority over all 

Christians.  

     Saxon kings helped the Church to grow, but the church also increased the power of 

kings by giving kings support. There was not a royal succession to throne. But Kings were 

chosen from among the members of the Royal family. It was a political propaganda 

because it suggested that kings were chosen not only by people but also by God. The 

church increased the power of the English state by establishing monastries. The latters 

trained men who could read and write.  

     It was the King Alfred who made most use of the Church. He ruled Wessex from 871 

till 899. He used the men of Church to establish a system of law, to educate people and to 

write down important matters. The Anglo Saxon kings also prefered the Roman Church to 

the Celtic one for economic reasons. Villages and towns grew around the monasteries and 

increased local trade. In addition, most of the Bishops and monks used Latin and this 

encouraged trade with the continent. 

 


