Hengist and Horsa in Dutch History

The brothers Hengist and Horsa are mentioned in a few books concerning the history of Friesland and the Netherlands. Most of these books have become rather obscure and in later years a lot of the history of Friesland described in these books was discarded as apocryphal history.

***
Andreas Cornelius retold the story of Hengist and Horsa being the sons of Udolph Haron, in the book Chronyk van Friesland [1], published in 1597. In this book Cornelius cited Johannes Vlietarp, the secretary of J.H. Martena, the 10th ‘Potestaat’ (magistrate governor) of Friesland from c. 1306-1312. Vlietarp said to have found the work of the very obscure Ocko Scharlensis (also Van Scharl/Skarl) in Stavoren. This Ocko claimed his uncle Solcko Forteman had written down the history of the Frisians when Redbad (d. 719) ruled. The books of Solcko were burnt (apparently because Redbad felt his portrayal was not flattering) and Ocko supposedly took it upon himself to reconstruct the work of his uncle and he started in 903AD. In the book from 1597 the story is quite long, some excerpts are as followed:

“In the year 361 Udoph Haron was born a son who he named Engistus, a son in who both he and his people rejoiced because before this no daughters were born. In the year 363 the Duke was born another son who he named Horsus, because of this son the joy of his people grew even more.

After this as was written in 368 Iglo Lascon (d.409) [was threatened] by Sycambrians, Angrians and Westphalians and all the land that was won could have been lost again if he not had the help of his lord who stood by him with great power. And after the land of the Westphalians and the Angrians was once again taken he and his people returned to Friesland.

Shortly after this Iglo Lascon sent his captain a miraculous monster, a wolf with several heads, this also brought great joy to Udolph the Duke and the Duke sent the same wolf to Valentiniaum [sic], the roman emperor in 372.

In the year 374 Udolph, the Frisian duke sent Engistus and Horsus, his sons, to Valentinianum, the roman emperor, to study the martial arts and to learn noble manners. This also served and pleased the emperor. Because he loved them dearly and taught them good manners and kept them in good health.”

“In the year 383 Duke Udolph’s two sons, Engistus and Horsus returned to Frisia after they had been gone for nine years. They had served the roman emperor until 380 and had been sent on many travels by his Majesty. After his death they wished to return and on their way back they met Taxand, the Duke of Brabant. On his request they stayed with him for three years.

Back at the house of their father, he kept them with him at his court and he rejoiced in their knightly manners. But in the year 384 he sent them to Lascon, his captain in Angria and Westphalia to oversee the land. After this, in the year 385 a cry reached the Duke that his lands were too full and he was asked to remember the laws of his forefathers and to reinstate them because it had become impossible to feed everyone. When the Duke heard this he made a request to all cities, villages and other places and asked the strongest, youngest and most devout to come to a meeting where lots would be cast to see who had to leave and by doing so relieve the burden on the country.

Following the old laws he did not exclude his own children from the casting of lots for when indeed the lot would fall upon Engistus and Horsus they could be appointed captain. And when everything was made ready, in the year 385 they set sail. And with the wind behind them they arrived in Brittany.”

A few pages further, once again an ‘Engistus and Horsus’ are mentioned but they are the sons of Odilbald (ruled 422) who was the son of Richolt Offo also Richolt Uffo of Folwalda (d. 435), first king of Frisia. The title ‘folcwalda’ means leader of the people in Old Frisian. Richolt Offo, who was married to Odilbalda, daughter of Udolph Haron, was appointed ruler of Frisia by Udolph after Udolph Haron lost his spirit when he had received the message that his oldest son had died. Odilbaldus had a son Richolt, born in 440. The text futher reads:

“At the end of the year 441 were born again two sons to King Odilbaldus, they were twins and they were named Engistus and Horsus. Their mother died three days after giving birth.”

“Richolt, [Odilbaldus’] eldest son succeeded [Odilbaldus] and he was loved by his people. And while Friesland was governed by peaceful princes, the inhabitants (who were more inclined to warfare) could no longer contain themselves and seeing that Engistus and Horsus who had long lived with the Norse king were also more inclined like that, they told them how their forefathers were driven from Brittany, treated without honour and were killed, with this stirring young blood into revenge.

Richolt acknowledging their desire and trying to steer them away from warfare [in his kingdom], made many ships ready and with a fortunate wind they sailed to Brittany where there was also Gorimondo and his people. When they landed they had a great and bloody battle with the Brits and in this battle both of the old king’s sons Engistus and Horsus died. This enraged the Frisians and they attacked the Brits furiously, spurred on by Gorumunt.”

In the book Nederlandse Sagen en Legenden: De wonderbaarlijke geschiedenissen van Friesland [2] by J. Cohen, published in 1910, the above story is repeated as:

“And you must know about Hengist and Horsa, the two sons of Udolph Haron who was Duke of Frisia in the year 360. When they were boys their father sent them to emperor Valentianus so that they could learn all things fitting for a knight.

They returned in the year 383 and Udolph Haron rejoiced in their strength and valour. His wish was to keep them close as long he was on earth but as always the wishes of the old cannot rule life. 

Two years they lived in his house but then a bitter cry was heard in the Frisian dwellings for the ground was no longer rich enough to feed them all. The people asked for the old law, stating when there wouldn’t be enough grain growing on the fields a part of the population would have to leave. Who would be decided by the casting of lots.

The old Duke did his duty and he didn’t exclude his sons from the casting of lots and both of them were forced to leave. They appointed themselves as the leaders of the Frisians and set sail for the unknown. They arrived in Brittany where king Vortigern was ruling. To Vortigern a message was sent that strangers had arrived in his country and he came out to meet them. He asked what they wanted and Hengist, the elder one, answered: “Guided by Woden we were asked by our elders to leave our country, to look for other fields. We will serve you, if you wish.” “My God is not your God,” answered Vortigern, “but I’m glad you came for I have many enemies and you can help. If you stand by me, you’ll want for nothing.”

And the Frisians pledged their allegiance and together they fought the Scots who were threatening the country. Because of the valour of Hengist and his men, the Scots were defeated and the king thanked them. All received many beautiful gifts. But Hengist had noticed Vortigern was not loved by his own people and asked Vortigern if he should bring more Frisians. “Please do,” the king replied, “I will welcome your brave men in my country!”

Hengist returned with many heroes from his people but then said to Vortigern he wasn’t rewarded appropriately. “I am the son of the Duke of Frisia, Udolph Haron,” were his words, “And I say to you that you should give me a city, surrounded with walls, where I can live with my people. I, Hengist, son of Udolph Haron, am worthy of this.” “The laws of my forefathers,” Vortigern answered, “forbid me to give land to strangers. If I would do this, my people will judge me.”” 

Then follows the well-known ox-skin story.

It is thought that Vlietarp and Cornelius based their stories on those in Chronicon Hollandiae [3] by Johannes a Leydis, published by F. Sweertius, 1467-69.

Since the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles places the arrival of Hengist and Horsa in 449, one could assume Bede is talking about Hengist and Horsa, born in 361 and 363 since Odilbald’s sons Hengist and Horsa were born in 441 and would have made them only eight years old at the time. 

Bede however, claims Hengist and Horsa are the sons of Wihtgils, who himself descents from Wodan. If this were to be true there are three pairs of brothers named Hengist and Horsa roughly within a century. There is however a text by Suffridus Petrus (see below) on how Udolph Haron courted Svana, daughter of Vergistus (also named Wihtgisl), where also her brothers Hengist and Horsa are mentioned. 

***

In Cronyke van Hollandt Zeelandt ende Vrieslant [4] by C.G. Aurelius, published in 1517, also called Divisiekroniek, Aurelius focuses mostly on Hengist and Horsa’s dealings with Vortigern in Brittany. Here the brothers are described as ‘Sassens’ (Saxons) as well as Frisians. The text reads:

“In those years of the Lord IIIC and LXXXV there was a king in England called Vortigernus who was a Christian prince. He suffered much from the Picts and the Scots who often came to England, plundering and burning, causing a lot of harm. 

In these times tall ships came to England, filled with weapons and ready for war, carrying a lot of people along with their captains Horsus and Eugistus. They came to a part of the country named Canthuariën where the king lived. Immediately a message was sent to the king that tall ships filled with armed people had come; it were men of great statue, bold and strong with life and courage. The king asked for them and amongst them he saw these two who were above all the others in nobility, beauty and piety, he asked them why they’d come to his kingdom.

Eugistus, who was the eldest and most capable of them all, said: My lord king, we came from the land of Sassen, situated in the Duytschen country and because of the old laws we were forced to leave to serve you or any of the other princes. It is a custom in our country that when the people are too many, and the earth can no longer feed us all, the princes and leaders of our country will come together in meeting and ask for all the strongest and most devout to come to them. From those the strongest will be asked to leave and by doing so alleviate the country. After this custom our lots were cast, and I, Eugistus and my brother Horsus were named captains.”

In this recount Hengist names Mercury as their god and Vortigern told him their god was Wodan. The story then follows like it did in the text by Cornelius. In the conversation with Vortigern Hengist said they came from Sassen (the Low German word for Saxony) but in the rest of the text they are called Frisians. The ending of this chapter speaks once again of ‘Sassens and Vriesens.’ 

The Low German or Low Saxon area however includes part of what is now the Netherlands, i.e., the provinces of Overijssel, Drenthe, Groningen and part of Friesland.

The word ‘Duytschen’ when written like this, most likely refers to the Netherlands. In the time this book was written ‘Duytsch’ or also ‘Diets’ means Dutch and not German. ‘Diet’ comes from the Middle Dutch word ‘diet’ meaning people. The word is almost never used anymore because of the confusion with the German word ‘Deutsch’ meaning ‘German’.

***

In Korte Beschryvinge van eenige Vergetene en Verborgene Antiquiteiten Der Provintien en Landen gelegen tusschen de Noord-Zee, de Yssel, Emse en Lippe, [5] by Johan Picardt, published in Amsterdam, 1660, Picardt names Scriverius and Joachim Hopperi, secretary of the king of Spain as his sources and tells that in the year 455 a fleet set sail to England under the command of Hengist and Horsa with people from Frisia, Westphalia and Angria. This probably refers to Hengist and Horsa, sons of Odilbaldus.
***

In Het Oude Goutsche Chronycxken [6] by Pieter Scriverius, a reworking of Het Goutsche Chronykje from 1476, it says in the border of the page: 

“AD 416. or 449.  *XLIX Engistus. Horsus.”

The main text reads: 

“After the birth of our Lord Jesus Christ CCCC and XVI years the Frisians with their King Engistus and Horsus, his brother, together with the cruel Slavs went to England to fight with the English Brutes and they desired the land for themselves. And the English King let them. After this some of them returned but many stayed. And from King Engistus was born Saint Willibrord, Saint Jeroen and Saint Helbrecht of Egmond. After the Frisians together with the Slavs once again returned from England and were not sure what to do, they went into the Forest without Mercy* to get rid of the wild animals there / and they built a castle there where now Leyden is situated.”

No source is mentioned here nor where Hengist and Horsa came from. Interesting detail in the text is the birth of King Arthur in 442AD, a king ‘so powerful that Spain, Germany, France, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Scotland and Friesland submitted to him’.

*The Forest without Mercy or in Middle Dutch ‘Wout van Ongenade’ was a large forest that in those days stretched from The Hague to the far north of the Netherlands. 

***

Based on the work by Andreas Cornelius, Bolhuis van Zeeburgh created the following genealogy in Kritiek der Friesche Geschiedschrijving [7]:

1Ubbo, Duke of Frisia, d. 299

       2 Odilbalt, b.238-d.302

       2 Haron, b.238 – d. 335

3 Odilbalt, d. 395

4 Udolph Haron, Duke of Frisia




5 Engistus, b. 361




5 Horsus, b. 363

4 Odilbalda, m. Richolt Offo, 1st King of Frisia

5 Odilbaldus, b. 387, King of Frisia, m. Haddinga, daughter of a Danish king


6 Richolt, b. 440, King of Frisia



7 Odilbalt, b. 496-d.517



7 Beroalt, b.501-d.593 King of East and West Frisia




8 Adgillus I, d. 672

6 Engistus, b. 441


6 Horsa, b. 441

The existence of Adgillus I, also Aldgisl, is generally seen as fact. He was the one who had dealings with Saint Wilfrid as has also been described in Bede’s Ecclesiastical Histories, [8] Book V, chapter XIX. Aldgisl is considered the father of Redbad who was a worthy opponent of Charles Martel and is by many considered the last true ruler of Frisia.

***
Suffridus Petrus in his De scriptoribus Frisiae, [9] published in 1593, follows mostly the same story as Andreas Cornelius. He too mentions the miraculous way the manuscripts of Solcko Forteman survived. But he also mentions in De Frisiorum antiquitate [10], published in 1590:

“Supradictus autem Frisiorum dux Odilbaldus filium habuit, cui nomen erat Udolphus Haron, quem gymnasticis certaminibus egregie domi exercitatum anno Christi 357 in Angriam misit, ut eum Yglo Lascon veris proeliis cum hoste subeundis expoliret, apud quem paulo plus biennio uno fuit.    Habitabat ea tempestate prope Hamburgum praecipuae nobilitatis satrapa Vergistus, qui filios duos Hengistum et Horsum, et filiam unam nomine Svanam habebat ... Udolphus dum visendorum amicorum gratia Saxoniam ingressus, ad Vergistum divertit, amore Svanae correptus est, quam et cum parentum utrimque consensu uxorem duxit.”

Svana is not mentioned in any of the other texts. The Hengist and Horsa mentioned here are probably Bede’s Hengist and Horsa. It would however be quite possible that if Udolph Haron married this Svana, his sons were named after her brothers.
***

Bernard Furmerius and Cornelius Kempius of Doccum tell the same story of Hengist and Horsa. Kempius, in his De origine, situ, qualitate et quantitate Frisiae [11], even goes so far to say the name ‘England’ was derived from (H)Engist; Engistlandt. 

Ubbu Emmius, professor of the University of Groningen in the 17th century was one of the first who uttered criticism. It must be noted though that the Frisians and the people from Groningen have always been quite ...competitive. But even Emmius was convinced Hengist was a Frisian, as stated in his Rerum Frisicarum Historiae [12]. 

***
Criticism on most of the above mentioned texts can also be found in Kritiek der Friesche Geschiedschrijving [7] by J. Bolhuis van Zeeburgh, published in 1873. Criticism on this book however is given 80 years later in Kroniek der Friesche Kronieken; Antikritiek op Bolhuis’ kritiek, [13] by H. Bruch in 1952. In Frieslands Oudheid [14] by H. Halbertsma, published first in 1982, then reworked and published in 2000, Halbertsma mostly follows Bede’s account. 

***

A few buildings and places in the Netherlands have a connection with Hengist, Horsa and other rulers. The foreest Henschoten, now an estate situated in the province of Utrecht, was called Hengist-scota or Hengistscoto in medieval times. A ‘scota’ can be translated as ‘higher grounds’ or ‘a safe place’. This ‘foreest’ (woodland) was mentioned in a charter issued by Charlemagne on June 8, 777. Some believe this woodland was named after Hengist, some believe it was named after the stallions (Dutch plural: hengsten) that perhaps lived there. [15]

Near Noordwijk, a town at the seaside, just north of The Hague, is the estate Offhem, also called ‘Offa’s heem’ in earlier days. And there is the shell keep of Leiden, called the Burcht, where once was a square tower, according to some built by Hengist. No real sources for this can be found, not even a real connection to the Frisians or it should be the account by Scriverius [6]. Also, the supposed connection between the Burcht and Hengist is better known abroad than in the Netherlands. However, in an anecdote about the Prince of Orange and the Spanish Valdez, during the Siege of Leiden, the tower is called “the Tower of Hengist”. [16]

***

The reasons for the confusion about the history of Friesland is not only that we lack reliable sources but also the publishing of the Oera Linda Bock [17] in 1876. There are a few theories about where this text came from but the general opinion is that it was written by F. Haverschmidt and Cornelis van der Linden, and therefore a forgery. Haverschmidt however, has always denied having anything to do with it. Whatever the motivation of the writers was, one of the results was that all theories and writings on the history of Friesland were deemed as apocryphal history after that. To quote W.G. Black: ‘The history of Friesland is a confused one’. Sadly, in the Netherlands, it’s also a neglected one.

The Hague, February 2011

Doreen Flierman
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