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OFFA AND MERCIA    757-796

Mercia means ”border people” (OE mierce)

Most “imposing” Anglo-Saxon ruler before Alfred (Ine of Wessex?)

Why not widely recognised as such?

1.  Lack of evidence – no narrative (Matthew Paris Vitae Duorum – Offa of Angeln also – 1200-1259) – so charters, coins, A/S Chronicle (most evidence from outside)

2.  Wessex bias of A/S Chronicle (not named as a bretwalda p.60) – other references brief and mainly adverse

3.  Mercian supremacy survived barely 30 years after his death (defeat by Egbert of Wessex 825)

What were his attainments?

1.   Offa’s Dyke - 149m long (with Wat’s Dyke), ditch 6ft deep on Welsh side and 12ft wide; probably 25ft high above ditch bottom..   Almost certainly defensive against Welsh raiding, cattle rustling – good look-out but not continuously manned.   Asser refers to “a great dyke built between Wales and Mercia from sea to sea”.      Date probably 780’s.  Wat’s Dyke could be earlier.           

                                                                                                          OHP Offa’s Dyke

2.   Coinage – developed silver penny (from “pending” - ?Penda) probably copying 

Kentish coins when Kent under his control (fine portrait of king + inscription with name of moneyer – basic design continued till Henry III).   Also gold coin (“mancus” = 30 silver pennies) – imitation of coin of Caliphate – for Pope rather than trade?enry III).   AH

Estimated 1-5 million pennies struck – evidence of flourishing trade (where did silver come from?)                                                                                                    OHP coins

3.  Relationship with Charlemagne – uneasy: Offa wanted equality (wanted C’s daughter to marry his son Ecgfrith – even though C had wanted O’s daughter to marry his son Charles – C wanted to marry his daughter to someone more prestigious).  C also sheltering several Mercian exiles.   789 C closed Frankish ports to trade.

BUT correspondence shows cordial relations; agreement that merchants of both nations should pay dues, while protecting genuine pilgrims.   793-6 trade treaty?  Agreed to trade “black stones” (Rhenish lava quernstones or Tournai marble?) for English cloaks (not short ones)

4.  Relationship with church

783  First presided over yearly synods, to end of his reign – anxious to keep control of

Kent (Archbishop of Canterbury)

786  Visit of papal legates (first since Augustine) – re-affirmed canon law: illegitimate children could not succeed to throne

787  “Contentious” Synod of Chelsea set up new Archbishopric of Lichfield at expense of Canterbury (only lasted till 801-3)

Anointing of Ecgfrith as successor – copying Pepin ( C’s father)

Ecclesiastical contacts with Frankia – Alcuin of York C’s trusted advisor

791  Founded monastery at St Albans (tradition only)

5.  Expansion of Mercia
757  Murder of Ethelbald (ruled 41 years – expanded overkingship of Mercia) by bodyguard (probably internal discontent) – succeeded by Beornred, whom Offa “put to flight” and defeated “by sword and bloodshed”. 

760  Victory over Welsh

764  Kent charter confirmed Offa’s overlordship, but –

776  Mercia defeated at Otford: but Mercia regained control by 785

        Sussex charters show overlordship of Mercia

NB   Both Kent and Sussex unhappy with Mercian overlordship.   Sub-kings had to:

         1.  formally submit

         2.  pay tribute

         3.  allow overking to sign charters

         This form of control increasingly unsatisfactor and Offa adopted Frankish 

          practice of direct control  eg. Hwicce

786  Offa’s marriage to Wessex princess Cynefryth turned her father into a client king

        Essex – London and Middlesex had come under Mercian control under Ethelbald

794  Ethelbert of East Anglia beheaded  by O (lured into Mercia?) (St. Albright)

        Northumbria ruled by O’s son-on-law

Was Offa “rex Anglorum”?   2 charters show this, but probable forgeries.   Mostly styled himself king of the Mercians.

Did he issue laws? no record, but Alfred’s Laws give him credit 

Tribal Hidage – 30,000 hides but also Wreoconsaetan, Magonsaetan, Pecsaetan, Hwicce, Lindsey, Middle Angles, Middle Saxons  - another 55,000 hides (so substantial amounts of tribute).   Mercian “supremacy” lasted c.720-820.

Tamworth – royal centre (excavations indicate “palace” complex with water; mills)

                                                                        OHP Mercia/Anglo-Saxon kingdom

Mercia after Offa

Followed by dynastic disputes and decline

 852-74   Burgred – defeated by Vikings (wife if Ethelswith)

Subsumed into Wessex under Ealdorman Ethelred and his wife Ethelflaed (“Lady of the Mercians” – Alfred’s daughter) to stand alongside Wessex in opposition to Vikings.   Ethelred died 911.   Ethelflaed took over and co-operated with her brother (Edward the Elder) until her death in 918.

“Oh mighty Ethelflaed, Oh virgin, the dread of men, conqueror of nature, worthy of a man’s name!   Nature made you a girl, so you would be more illustrious, your prowess made you acquire the name of man.   For you alone it is right to change the name of your sex: you were a mighty queen and a king who won victories.   Even Caesar’s triumphs did not bring such great rewards Virgin heroine; more illustrious than Caesar, farewell.”   (Henry of Huntingdon 1084-1155)

Mercia finally ended as a kingdom 959 under Edgar.

Could Mercia have unified England? (cf. Bassett’s FA Cup analogy) – probably not, faced by the very powerful kingdoms of Northumbria and Wessex.   Needed a succession of strong kings – Ecgfrith died within a year.

