








Dr John Hunt is Honorary Research
Fellow, School of History and
Cultures, University of Birmingham.

Further Reading
Steven Bassett, •Anglo-Saxon
Fortifications in Western Mercia•,
Midland History, Vol. 36:1, 2011, pp.
1-23.
M. Biddle & Birthe Kjolbye-Biddle,
•The Repton Stone•, inAnglo-Saxon
England, Volume 14 (Cambridge
University Press, 1985).
Michelle P. Brown & Carol A. Farr
(eds),Mercia, An Anglo-Saxon
Kingdom in Europe (Leicester
University Press, 2001).
James Campbell (ed),The Anglo-
Saxons (Penguin, 1991).
Margaret Gelling, The West
Midlands in the Early Middle Ages
(Leicester University Press, 1992).
The Sutton Hoo treasures at the
British Museum . See
www.britishmuseum.org

The End of Mercian Supremacy

I n 802 Egbert returned to Wessex and West Saxon fortunes
began to change.  The rise of Wessex and the arrival of the
Vikings, themselves interconnected, spurred the decline of
the Mercian kingdom, compounded now by kings who
lacked the skills and qualities of their predecessors.

Ceonwulf ’s authority was more circumscribed than had been
Offa’s, and his attempt to replace the archbishopric in Lichfield
with another in London led to the loss of both although this was
offset by his supremacy in Kent.

East Anglia was in rebellion, but it was the West Saxon victory
over Beornwulf at the battle of Ellendun in 825 that ended
Mercian supremacy across southern England.  The West Saxon king,
Egbert, briefly took the Mercian throne in 829, but Wiglaf had
recovered it by 830 and was sufficiently re-established by 836 to call
an assembly at Croft in Leicestershire attended by the archbishop of
Canterbury and eleven bishops of the southern province, describing
the whole as a gathering of ‘my bishops, ducesand
magistrates’.  But Mercian supremacy was over; the
relationship between Mercia and Wessex had shifted,
now reliant upon alliances and marriages. 

When Burgred, the last independent king of
Mercia, retired to Rome in 874, in the wake of the
Viking invasions, the throne passed to ‘a foolish
king’s thegn’, Ceolwulf II.  Viking raiding
escalated with the arrival of the Great Army,
the ‘micel here’, in 865.  By the early 870s
they were at the heart of Mercia and
over-wintering at the iconic Mercian
site of Repton, which they turned
into a fortress.  By this act the
Mercian royal dynasty had
effectively been defiled. 

Perhaps taking
advantage of local
rivalries and factions, the
Vikings put Ceolwulf on
a ‘puppet throne’ and then
in 877 partitioned Mercia
with him. It was the Danes
who had brought the kingdom
of Mercia to its knees but the
‘coup de grˆace’ was delivered by
Wessex, as when royal
authority was re-asserted in
the area, it was not that of the
Mercian royal house but of the
West Saxon kings. In essence, just as
the Mercians had turned the
province of the Hwicceinto a Mercian
shire, then the kings of Wessex turned
Mercia into a West Saxon province.

From Kingdom to Earldom
After the Vikings English Mercia became a ‘frontline province’,
dependent upon Wessex but autonomous under the governance of
a Mercian ealdorman named Æthelred whose wife, Æthelflæd,
was Alfred’s eldest daughter.  When Æthelred died in 911 his
widow, as ‘Lady of the Mercians’, in concert with her brother, the
West Saxon king Edward the Elder, continued their policy of
fortifying Mercia and subjugating the Danes.

English history remembers these events as the ‘Saxon
Reconquest’, as a restoration of the status quo, but it was far from
this.  Rather, it was a West Saxon campaign of aggrandisement.
When Æthelflæd died in 918 Edward the Elder formally
incorporated Mercia into Wessex, apparently with little trouble,
and it was probably at this time that the shire boundaries in Mercia
were determined, although they likely reused earlier territorial
arrangements.  The shires were fundamental to the exercise of royal
authority in the locality and a clear indication that the territory
was being incorporated into an enlarged kingdom rather than
simply dominated.

The Mercian ‘earldom’ survived as an entity until the early
1070s and retained a sense of its own identity.  The kings of
Mercia had gone but they had been replaced by ealdormen, and
then earls, whose association with the Mercian heartland was

just as strong, and whose lands were those that had been at
the core of the former kingdom.  Despite the disruptions

of Cnut’s reign, these were the lords to whom
Mercians gave their allegiance.  A complex web of

land tenure, patronage and kinship bound this
society together and focused it on the

Mercian earls.  For the ‘political classes’
Mercian identity remained strong;
when it eventually crumbled it did so
under the impact of the Norman
Conquest, from the 1070s. �

Æthelfleda, 'The Lady of the Mercians', Tamworth Castle.

www.historywm.com10

THE KINGDOM OF MERCIA
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