
THE BATTLE OF WHALLEY, 798 A.D.

THE region subsequently known as Lancashire formed a 
part of the Anglian kingdom of Northumbria in the pre- 

Viking period. Though a relatively large amount of historical 
material has survived from early Northumbria, little of it refers 
to its south-western extremity. If monasteries existed in Anglo- 
Saxon Lancashire they left no written records to posterity and 
they are mentioned in no extant source. The main centres of 
Northumbrian political and ecclesiastical life in the seventh and 
eighth centuries appear to have lain in the east and north of the 
kingdom, though the churches of York and Lindisfarne are 
known to have possessed estates in Lancashire. The history of 
Anglo-Saxon Lancashire, therefore, must be traced primarily 
from the evidence of place-names, the systematic study of which 
awaits the publication of the relevant volume of the English 
Place-Name Society.

In 798, however, there occurred an internal Northumbrian 
conflict near Whalley in Lancashire, which briefly places this 
district on the map of Northumbrian political history.

The records of the battle are to be found in the Anglo-Saxon 
Chronicle D(E) (sub anno 798) (1) and in Simeon of Durham's 
Hisloria Regum (sub anno 798) (2) , both eleventh-century 
versions being based on an eighth-century set of Northumbrian 
annals. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle simply states that a great 
battle was fought on April 2 at "Hwaelleage" (Whalley), and 
that Alric, son of Heardberht, was slain and many others with 
him. Simeon of Durham's text has preserved the more circum 
stantial account. It states that a conspiracy was formed by the 
murderers of Aethelred, king of Northumbria, who had been 
slain in 796; one of the conspirators, ealdorman Wada, fought 
against Eardwulf, king of Northumbria, at the place called 
"Billingahoth" at "Walalege"; when many had been slain on 
both sides, Wada fled with his men and Eardwulf royally gained

111 Ed. J. Earle and C. Plummer, Two of the Saxon Chronicles Parallel (Oxford, 
1892: 1929 impression), Vol. I, p. 57. There is a separate edition of the Anglo- 
Saxon Chronicle D by E. Classen and F. E. Harmer, An Anglo-Saxon Chronicle 
(Manchester, 1926), and a useful translation of the several texts of the Anglo- 
Saxon Chronicle by D. Whitelock, D. C. Douglas and S. I. Tucker, The Anglo- 
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121 Ed. T. Arnold, Svmeonis Monuchi Opera Omnia (Rolls Series, London, 
1885), Vol. II, p. 59.
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the victory. The account is clearly favourable to Eardwulf. 
"Billingahoth" ("hill of the Billings") may be identified with 
Billington Moor, near Whalley, thus giving the precise locality 
of the conflict.

Fortunately, some of the background to the battle can be 
established. The set of eighth-century Northumbrian annals 
used by the compilers of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and Simeon 
of Durham was remarkably detailed, covering the period 
731-801, with a brief continuation, found only in the Chronicle, 
to 806. By contrast, only a few scraps of ninth-century Nor 
thumbrian annals have survived, in the chronicle of Roger of 
Wendover.' 31 For the eighth and early ninth centuries the 
letters of Alcuin, Northumbrian scholar at the court of Charle 
magne, and papal letters supply much additional information, 
affording an invaluable commentary on Northumbrian affairs. (4>

The ancient kingdom of Northumbria was divided into two 
major sub-kingdoms, Deira south, and Bernicia north, of the 
Tees. The kings of Northumbria from 635 to 759 had all been 
Bernicians and descendants of [da, founder of the Bernician 
kingdom in the sixth century. The second half of the eighth 
century in Northumbria was a period of exceptionally pro 
longed and violent dynastic feuds. Rival aristocratic families, not 
only from Bernicia but also from Deira, sometimes of uncertain 
ancestry but generally claiming descent from one or more 
previous rulers, battled for the kingdom. King Aethelwald 
(759-65), of uncertain descent, appears to have been of Deiran 
origin, judging from an association on the part of Aethelwald 
and his son, Aethelred, with Catterick. Aethelred, son of 
Aethelwald, after a reign of some five years, was expelled in 
778 or 779, restored in 790 and assassinated in 796. Osbald, a 
Northumbrian nobleman, was appointed king but expelled after 
twenty-seven days and succeeded by Eardwulf, son of Eardwulf. 
Whether Eardwulf was of royal descent is unknown. Aethelred 
had ordered him to be put to death at Ripon in 791-2, but the 
assassins did not complete their task; Eardwulf was nursed 
back to health by the monks of Ripon. Once king, he set out 
vigorously to suppress opposition. In 798 he fought ealdorman 
Wada, in 799 and 800 he had dynastic rivals executed, and in 
801 he did not hesitate to march against the powerful Cenwulf, 
king of Mercia, whom he accused of harbouring his enemies.

I3) Ed. H. O. Coxe, Flares Histariarum (London, 1841), Vol. I.
w The best edition of the letters of Alcuin is by E. Diimmler, Man. Germ. 

Hist., Epist. Karol. Aevi (Berlin, 1895), Vol. II; those of Pope Leo 111 may be 
found in Haddan and Stubbs, Councils and Ecclesiastical Documents relating to 
Great Britain and Ireland (Oxford, 1871), Vol. III.
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EardwulPs position was unenviable, for his archbishop of 
York, Eanbald II, appears to have sided with the king's 
opponents. In 801 Alcuin wrote to Eanbald, suggesting that he 
was bringing troubles upon his own head by supporting the 
enemies of Eardwulf. (SI Eardwulf had dismissed his wife and 
was living with a concubine, 161 but the differences between king 
and bishop must have gone deeper than this and probably grew 
out of the dynastic conflicts. In 806 or 808 Eardwulf was expelled 
from his kingdom, and he went to the continent to seek aid 
from Charlemagne and the pope. In a letter to Charlemagne, 
Pope Leo refers to letters he had received from Cenwulf, 
Eanbald and Wada. in connection with Eardwulf's expulsion. (7) 
It is most interesting to find these three figures linked in this way. 
Unfortunately, no details are known about Eardwulf's succes 
sor, Aelfwold, but Eardwulf was restored in 808-9 and his son 
Eanred was strong enough to hold the kingship from 809 to 
841. The attempt to overthrow King Eardwulf had not in the 
end been successful.

There is no record showing precisely why Wada opposed 
Eardwulf, but as he had already been a party to the murder of 
King Aethelred he would seem to have been well versed in the 
art of intrigue. Possibly the candidate he had originally 
supported was Osbald, the prince who had succeeded Aethelred, 
but who had been quickly deposed to make way for Eardwulf. 
Osbald fled into exile among the Picts; at some stage during 
this exile Alcuin wrote to him, referring to a letter (now lost) 
written two years before, in which he had urged the deposed 
ruler to enter a monastery. Evidently Osbald had not done so, 
which displeased Alcuin, and instead was intent on ravaging 
the land (Northumbria).' 81 If Alcuin's previous letter was 
written soon after Osbald's expulsion in 796, the surviving 
letter and the date of Osbald's planned attack on the Northum 
brian kingdom would be 798, the year of Wada's rebellion. It 
seems possible that Wada intended to restore Osbald as king 
and that it was this which was causing Alcuin so much concern. 
But no mention is made of Osbald in the extant accounts of 
the battle of Whalley. He is known, however, to have become 
an abbot and to have died in 799, being buried at York. 
Perhaps discretion prevailed and Osbald abandoned his plan 
of attack. The only nobleman other than Wada who is known 
to have fought at Whalley was Alric, son of Heardberht, whose

151 Dummler, No. 232.
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171 Haddan and Stubbs, Vol. Ill, p. 563.
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death in battle is noted in the Chronicle. The eighth-century 
annals record that in 778, by order of King Aethelred, the 
nobles Aethelbald and Heardberht slew three ealdormen, 
Eadwulf, Cynewulf and Ecga. Alric may have been the son of 
this Heardberht, but whether he fought on the side of Eardwulf 
or of Wada is unknown.

Wada cannot be regarded as certainly ealdorman of the 
district around Whalley, though this is quite possible. There is 
nothing in the annal to suggest that he was on anything other 
than home ground when he challenged the king, and the 
Lancashire area must have been administered for the king by 
an ealdorman. But there is no evidence bearing on this point. 
Similarly, any identification of ealdorman Wada with the Wada 
who gave his name to the neighbouring Waddow (Wada's Hill) 
or Waddington (farmstead of Wada) must remain completely 
conjectural. Though the coincidence of these place-names in 
the region of the battle of Whalley is striking, it must be 
remembered that Wada was not an uncommon Anglo-Saxon 
name.

The geographical site of the battle is of considerable interest. 
Billington Moor is on a ridge of high ground which drops down 
to the river Calder, on the north side of which is Whalley. The 
Roman road linking York to Ribchester on the Ribble passes 
close by Whalley and Billington, crossing the river Calder just 
before the Calder's junction with the Ribble. It seems very 
likely that King Eardwulf advanced along the Roman road 
from York, to be confronted by his enemies entrenched on the 
high ground overlooking the road and the rivers. In view of 
Pope Leo's letter linking Wada and Cenwulf of Mercia, Wada 
was probably one of Eardwulf's enemies who was afforded 
asylum by Cenwulf. Billington Moor is not all that far from 
the Northumbrian-Mercian frontier along the Mersey. Perhaps 
Wada fled down the Roman road linking Ribchester to Man 
chester, very probably a pre-Viking Northumbrian fort, and 
from Manchester it would be but a swift step across the Mersey 
into safety among the Mercians.
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