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K. RUTHERFORD DAVIS, Britons and Saxons: the Chiltern Region, 400-700, 
Phillimore: Chichester, 1982, xiii +172 pp., 7 plates, 11 maps, £9.95. 

The author introduces this work by stating that he aims to use all available 
evidence to elucidate what happened in the 'Chiltern region' in the period 410-c. 700. 
Superficially the aim appears to be fulfilled, but the picture presented cannot be 
accepted as plausible. It is stated, with regard to British survival, that 'an element 
of speculation is unavoidable', but more than just an element pervades the whole book. 

Our suspicions are aroused early by the handling of the place-names - normally 
cited without details of first record and with eccentric forms for the elements, e.g. 
the plural tuns for tunas, and the erratic use of length marks. Some elements are 
incorrectly defined as habitative by selecting one only of their possible meanings 
(pp. 68-9, 84), while on Map 5 just the first part of the modern form of each name is 
given, not the elements involved. Rutherford Davis believes that place-names 
constitute an objective form of evidence (p.1), but they are only as objective as their 
users, and their formation and distribution is governed by factors as complex as is 
the human bias in literary sources. 

There is a lack of adequate references throughout (e. g., pp. 1, 34, 137-45) and 
a cavalier attitude to the work of others; Skeat is cited in the text but is not in the 
bibliography, while there are no references for the derivations given for the names 
on pp. 153-7. Are they from the relevant EPNS volumes, from Professor Kenneth 
Jackson, or entirely the author's own? It is also surprising to see a discussion of 
Beneficcan (pp. 114-15) without reference to Jackson's work, and many sources cited 
are out of date; worst perhaps is the serious acceptance of Beddoe's 1885 hypothesis 
that a British racial strain could still be detected in the Chilterns 1, 300 years later, 
totally ignoring all recent work on the effects of intermixing of peoples. 

There are many statements which reflect serious ignorance of recent research 
in archaeology and landscape history; for reasons of space, however, the present 
review will limit itself to pointing out the main errors in the place-name sections. 
There is, for example, no reason to suppose that the bulk of the place-names were 
formed as the result of a steady expansion of population (p. 100); even a small 
population will require names for nearby features. The whole chronology of names 
proposed by Rutherford Davis is open to grave doubts. Firstly, he uses them to throw 
light on the settlement period without relation to their first date of recording. No real 
reason is shown why the tan names should be ascribed to the eighth-ninth centuries 
(p. 81) as the element could have continued in use throughout the Anglo-Saxon period; 
in fact the whole discussion of the relationship of tun names to other elements (pp. 70, 
80) is quite unsound. It is also extremely dangerous to assume that most of the names 
not recorded until a later date were already in existence in 1086 (p. 80) or that the use 
of affixes such as 'new, north', etc, always shows late formation. An 'impression of 
antiquity' (p. 81) is not sufficient for the dating of worth names (including the one third 
of them recorded after the eleventh century; p. 70) to well before the eleventh century. 
There is also no reason why tan names should denote English communities already 
existing in 571 (p. 63), especially since the term could have been applied to British as 
well as to English groups. It is this outdated concept of the Anglo-Saxons coming into 
an empty landscape, which the author himself rejects elsewhere (p. 3), which partly 
lies behind the belief that topographic names should be earlier than habitative ones 
(pp. 70-1). This may have been true of early prehistory, but is less certain in a 
landscape already well-provided with Romano-British settlements. 

There is some confusion about the nature of -inga-, -ingas names. It is 
suggested that the personal names involved commemorate actual individuals who 
led the early communities (p. 70), whereas these could be family names given on 
the Continent or else later eponymous ancestors. This leads to the suggestion 
that the occurrence locally of the same personal-name in more than one place-name 
points to an early estate (p.79), but that there was subsequently a social change, 
with the formation of tun names by groups of fairly equal status (p. 80), although the 
material presented shows no such thing. Just because -ingtfin names are not 
numerous there is no reason to suppose that they must have been coined over a short 
period of time (p. 79), especially as names are included (p. 149) which are not -inga-
names of the early type as defined by J. McN. Dodgson. Most incredible of all is the 
attempt to date most of the -ingas names to a time span of less than fifty years (p. 78), 
despite the author's own earlier strictures on such dating (p. 76). 

To take but a few examples of the many other points on which one must differ 
from Rutherford Davis: it is not unusual for river names to be Celtic (p. 42); it is 
dangerous to assume that eccles names must refer to a Christian community (p. 119) 
rather than to an abandoned earlier church; and why repeat John Morris's erroneous 
view that wealh meaning 'slave' was restricted to West Saxon (p. 126), while an early 
wealhstod translating from British to English is more likely to have been of British 
than English stock (p. 123)? Saxon burgas could have been 'old' well before pre-1086 
names were formed for them and so need not relate to Iron Age sites (p. 83), and 
other burh names may related to single fortified residences known from the law-codes 
rather than to large defended settlements (p. 83). Names relating to heathen practices 
need not have been given while the customs involved were still actively pursued (p. 35); 
and 'head' names need not refer to places of sacrifice. 

At one extreme the author heaps up all material, relevant or not (e. g. , p. 152), 
and includes late-recorded names which may not have been formed until after the 
Norman Conquest but which strengthen his case, as when he includes all woodland 
names recorded up to 1350, not 1086, to delineate pre-Conquest woodland (p. 16). At 
the other extreme he is very selective, taking awkward hArn names to be hamm names 
simply because the area where they occur has few other early names (p. 72). The 
treatment of Dorchester-on-Thames highlights this special pleading; there is no 
evidence that the AS Chronicle means Dorchester when it says Bennington (pp. 65, 108). 
This illustrates another technique employed, of putting forward an idea which is then 
silently assumed as proven fact on which further hypotheses are then constructed. 
Thus we move from the possibility that the Taeppa of Taplow is the man buried there, 
to discussion of the size of his dominion (p. 74) and eventually to the incredible 
statement that 'about 600 the Slough district was ruled by a local magnate called Taeppa 
who was richly buried in a barrow at Taplow' (p. 108). 

The author compounds the problems of his book by moving outside his own region 
into areas (e.g. the East Anglian dykes, p. 49) and periods with which he is less well 
acquainted. The Danish settlement among the English is not a valid comparison to that 
of the Anglo-Saxons among the British, as the Vikings spoke a language similar to Old 
English. The suggestion that if adequate records were not available 'we would be 
perplexed to understand its nature' (p. 123) illustrates the author's confusion; we are 
perplexed to understand the nature of the Danish settlement. On the other hand, the 
similarity of physical appearance of the British and English made intermarriage 
acceptable, unlike the Africans, whose colour ensured their survival as a distinct group 
in American society (p. 113). The medieval parallel for the role and status of Verulamium 


