
114Anglo-Saxon Studies in Archaeology and 
History 22 (Archaeopress 2020): 114–131

Sites of Power and Assembly in the Thames 
Valley in the Middle Ages

Alex Sanmark

Abstract

This article examines three sites of elite and royal power in the early second millennium AD in the Thames valley: 
Kingston upon Thames in Greater London, Westminster in the City of London, and Runnymede in Surrey. Using a 
backdrop of comparative material from medieval Scandinavia, these sites are examined in terms of their landscape 
qualities, particularly their liminal nature. On this basis, it is shown that they demonstrate attributes and features 
that are frequently connected to assembly sites. It is therefore argued that these sites may well, earlier in time, have 
been assembly locations that were consciously adopted and developed as royal ritual sites as part of the legitimising 
process of power. 

and ritual landscape will be examined here� In this 
way, new light will be shed on the period of transition 
from itinerant kingship to the emergence of London, 
and Westminster in particular, as the permanent seat 
of power and administration in the English kingdom� 

One of the most striking patterns observed across 
Scandinavia and the Norse settlements in the west is 
that the modern and medieval political geography has 
been hugely influenced by the administrative patterns 
of the Viking Age and earlier periods� In Scandinavia, 
many high/late medieval towns of county governance, 
which also tend to be episcopal sees, can be traced 
back to major, rural, assembly sites with authority for 
a whole law province� These assembly sites frequently 
had their roots in the Early Iron Age (AD 0–550) or 
even further back in time� This pattern is particularly 
clearly seen in Sweden and Denmark, where major 
towns with bishoprics were established close to rural 
assembly sites� In some cases, Viking-Age assembly 
sites and high/late medieval towns (such as Linköping 
in Sweden and perhaps Viborg in Denmark) were so 
close that the old assembly sites were integrated into 
the towns and therefore remained in use (Fig� 2)� 
In most cases the old assembly sites were, however, 
abandoned in favour of new sites within the towns� 
What is notable is that the shifts from old to new 
assembly sites involved strikingly short distances of 
a maximum of ten kilometres� In this way, areas of 
power can be identified, which were present over 
very long periods of time, starting in prehistory and 
continuing into the Late Middle Ages and beyond� 
With the centralization and urbanization of the 
high/late medieval kingdoms, these powerful areas 

Introduction

This article examines three key sites of power in 
the Thames valley in the Middle Ages: Kingston 
upon Thames in Greater London, Westminster 
in the City of London, and Runnymede in Surrey 
(Fig� 1)� The sites are all well-known as places of 
great symbolic significance in the Middle Ages; 
Kingston upon Thames as a royal vill, and a place 
of assembly and coronations, Westminster as the 
location of coronations from at least 1066 onwards, 
and Runnymede as the place where Magna Carta 
was sealed in 1215� Despite the significance of these 
activities and events, surprisingly little research has 
been carried out regarding the three sites and how 
they came to be selected for such noteworthy events 
in the history of the English Kingdom�1 It is this gap 
in scholarship that will be addressed by this article� 

The idea behind this contribution lies in my detailed 
research into Viking Age (AD 790–1050) and high/
late medieval (AD 1050–1300/1300–1500) assembly 
and inauguration sites in Scandinavia, the Norse 
settlements in Scotland and the wider North Atlantic, 
the results of which have recently been presented in 
a monograph�2 Of the three sites investigated here, 
Kingston upon Thames and Westminster are recorded 
Anglo-Saxon assembly sites of varying kinds, and as 
will be demonstrated, there are indications both in 
written and archaeological evidence that Runnymede 
also served as such� In terms of archaeology and 
landscape setting, all three sites share some striking 
characteristics, which commonly feature at assembly 
and gathering sites� These three sites, their individual 
features and how they fitted into the wider political 
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Figure 1. Map of the Thames Valley showing the locations of Kingston upon Thames, Westminster, and 
Runnymede within their wider landscape setting, as well as in relation to the various kingdoms and hundreds. 
Satchell, M., Shaw-Taylor, L., Wrigley E. A., 1831 England and Wales census hundreds and wapentakes 
shapefile (2017). This dataset was created with funding from the ESRC (RES-000-23-1579), the Leverhulme 
Trust and the British Academy. The Satchell et al. dataset derives from an enhanced version of Burton, N., 
Westwood J., Carter, P., GIS of the ancient parishes of England and Wales, 1500–1850, Colchester, Essex: UK 
Data Archive (May 2004), SN 4828, which is a GIS version of Kain, R. J. P., Oliver, R. R., Historic parishes of 
England and Wales: An electronic map of boundaries before 1850 with a gazetteer and metadata. Colchester, 
Essex: UK Data Archive, May, 2001, SN 4348.  A description of the dataset can be found in Satchell, M. ‘1831 
England and Wales census hundreds and wapentakes GIS documentation’ (2017, 2006; available online at: 
http://www.geog.cam.ac.uk/research/projects/occupations/datasets/documentation.html). Map by A. Sanmark 

and T. Skinner. 

gradually became smaller until all central functions 
were located in the towns� This formed the starting 
point for the modern centralization of functions�3 
As will be examined here, this is strikingly similar to 
developments in the Thames valley� It has been shown 
that the general shift towards holding royal assemblies 
(witan, literally ‘wise men’) in London was part of a 
larger trend in which these meetings were increasingly 
held in towns as opposed to the traditional, rural, 
assembly places preferred by Æthelstan (AD 924–939) 
and his successor kings� This shift has been observed 
above all from the eleventh century, from Cnut’s and 
Eadward the Confessor’s reigns onwards, but can be 
traced to the time of Æthelred II the Unready (AD 
978–1016)�4

One reason for the long continuities in Scandinavia 
is that the elite expressed and exercised their power 
through sites of assembly, inauguration, and other 
gatherings� These places were not randomly chosen, 
but were instead the outcome of well-planned and 
well-executed elite strategies involving all aspects, 
from the selection of the site to the construction 
and maintenance of the required features� Through 
elaborate architecture, assembly sites were made into 
power statements in the landscape, signposted as the 
places where important decisions were made – and 
obeyed� The idea of signposted sites of power can be 
compared to the often very imposing architecture 
of judicial courts and parliaments today� It is clear 
that the powerful in society were continuously 
evaluating the usefulness and value of their assembly 



116

Anglo-Saxon Studies in Archaeology and History 22

sites� If needed, in order for the top elite to be 
able to communicate their desired message, sites 
were redesigned and enhanced with new features� 
Alternatively, a different assembly site was selected, 
or a whole new one created�5 

Many Scandinavian assemblies were thus 
incredibly long-lived, although not necessarily in 
constant use� Some of these sites may have been 
revisited with rather long intervals, remembered 
perhaps in oral traditions, or marked in some way, 
to make them easily identifiable by later generations� 
Many seem to have possessed certain qualities that 
made them suitable for meetings and therefore 
people kept returning to them� By returning to sites 
of longstanding importance, rulers and elite could 
portray a continuation of tradition, while at the same 
time making changes and putting their own mark on 
history� Arguably, this explains the long continuation 
of site use and the ‘areas of power’ identified in 
Scandinavia in the transition period between rural 

Viking Age society and the urbanization of the High 
and Late Middle Ages�6 

The features of Scandinavian thing sites were not 
only symbolic, but played important roles in assembly 
site rituals, the majority of which seem to have been 
elite-driven� These rituals were often designed to 
portray the continuation of tradition, but since they 
were played out intermittently, their content was 
subtly changed through performance� They also tend 
to be formulated in advance, which means that they 
follow a pattern devised by the ruling elite�7 In these 
times of itinerant rulers, who moved between estates 
throughout the year, it can be envisaged that the 
assembly site features were added or constructed by 
such rulers, with the intention of creating collective 
memory of their rulership and law, and in extension 
a collective identity for the people using the space� 
In this way they could inscribe their presence into 
the landscape and also make their imprint on the 
population during periods of absence�8

Figure 2. Stångshagen meadow, the most likely location of Lionga thing, the top-level assembly of Östergötland, 
Sweden, in the Late Medieval period and presumably an assembly site also in the Viking Age. Archaeological 
evidence, such as burials from the sixth and seventh centuries, show that the site has been in use for several 
hundred years. The royal route of the Eriksgata passed this site and there was also a fording place. The name 
Stångshagen may be significant for thing meetings, as the River Stångån formed the boundary between the 
two parts of the province: Östanstång (‘East of Stång’) and Västanstång (‘West of Stång’). Häradsekonomiska 

kartan 1868–1877 (J112-45-3), Rikets allmänna kartverks arkiv. 
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Evidence suggests that also Anglo-Saxon kings 
were acutely aware of the significance of place and 
spectacle for royal rituals, and were using natural 
and antecedent features to stage public displays� 
King Eadgar’s coronation at ‘a great assembly’ in 
973 is one such example� This ceremony took place 
in the Roman town of Bath, with at least ten other 
kings in attendance, such as the kings of the Wales, 
Man, Scotland, and Strathclyde� The ceremony later 
continued in Chester, at the monastery of St John 
the Baptist, which was situated by an impressive 
amphitheatre, the largest one to have been built 
in Roman Britain�9 The kings travelled between 
Bath and Chester by boat along the River Dee, 
with Eadgar at the helm and the others at the oars� 
Julia Barrow has argued that this ritual, also found 
among the Carolingians and Ottonians, and which 
drew on Roman traditions, was intended to signal 
consensus between the kings, rather than Eadgar’s 
overlordship�10 It has furthermore been argued that 
Anglo-Saxon royal diplomas, which were granted 
only at the meetings of the witan, were ‘symbolically 
charged’ and produced as part of ‘public rituals’�11 

With this background in mind, the three sites 
of Kingston upon Thames, Westminster, and 
Runnymede need further investigation, as the 
Thames valley too can be identified as an ‘area of 
power’� Archaeological evidence shows that the 
Thames has been important to humans from the 
earliest times and continued to play such a role 
throughout history� The area around the Thames 
was particularly popular for the holding of royal 
assemblies, above all from the tenth century� At 
this time, the area north of the Thames was often 
favoured, most likely the result of the merging of 
Wessex and Mercia, which made this area convenient 
for people travelling from a wider area� As Mercia 
was no longer considered a threat, the Thames had 
changed from a boundary to an area of peace�12 It 
is therefore interesting, although not unexpected, to 
note that London and the three important Anglo-
Saxon sites in question are all located on the banks of 
the Thames� As illustrated by Figs� 1 and 3, none of 
the three sites examined were located within Anglo-
Saxon London, but within a wider ‘area of power’ 
covering an area of more than thirty kilometres in 
length as the bird flies along the Thames� 

To explore in detail the reasons for the significance 
of the three Thames valley sites, they will be analysed 
in terms of landscape setting, archaeological features, 
as well as place-names and medieval written sources� 
Such an approach has previously been successfully 
applied to the study of assembly and inauguration sites 
in e�g� Scotland, Iceland, the Faroe Isles, Greenland 

and Scandinavia�13 Comparing the results of these 
research efforts, it is striking that assembly sites 
across all the different geographical areas share many 
features� The most common ones are summarized 
here:14 

 • Assembly sites were frequently located on the 
convergence of communication routes (both 
land and water routes), often by fords and 
bridges� 

 • Assembly sites were often located at places of 
liminal character, such as the meeting point 
between land and water (e�g� islands and 
isthmuses)� Open water and wetlands often 
served as site boundaries� 

 • Assembly sites were frequently connected to 
evidence of cultic practices, either at the site or 
in close proximity� 

 • Assembly sites frequently had long biographies, 
with evidence of use stretching far back into 
prehistory� 

 • Assembly sites tend to have sparse 
archaeological evidence of meetings, as 
gatherings of people do not necessarily leave 
clear traces�

 • Assembly sites were frequently clearly marked 
out in the landscape by mounds and other 
elevated features� In this way, they could be 
seen from afar� 

It is important to stress that not all these features 
were present at every site� Instead for the creation, 
or redesign, of an assembly site it seems that a pool 
of features was available, from which a selection 
was added and presented in varying combinations�15 
Importantly, in all areas of study, the overriding 
characteristic in the selection of assembly sites is a 
location on key communication routes�16 To gain 
power and authority, the rulers needed the approval of 
the wider population via assemblies of varying kinds; 
thus the larger the number of attendees, the stronger 
the position of the king and the ruling elite� For mass 
participation, the assembly sites needed to be in places 
that were widely known and easily reached�17 Being 
present at royal assemblies could also strengthen the 
position of the elite, as being near the king during 
the rituals relating to charters was a sign of power, 
and therefore ‘attesting and receiving diplomas were 
thereby tangible demonstrations of order, rank and 
influence’�18 The three sites of Kingston upon Thames, 
Westminster, and Runnymede will now be examined 
in detail, bearing in mind the features listed above� 

Kingston upon Thames

Kingston upon Thames, according to written sources, 
was the place of coronation for a number of Anglo-
Saxon kings in the tenth century�19 Contemporary 
sources state that four kings were crowned and 
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consecrated here: Æthelstan in AD 925, Eadred in 
AD 946, and Æthelred the Unready in AD 979�20 
According to later medieval sources, above all in Ralph 
de Diceto, also kings Eadward the Elder, Edmund, 
Edwy and Eadward the Martyr were crowned here in 
AD 901, 939, 955 and 974 respectively� Because of the 
late date of these sources, less certainty is assigned to 
these claims�21 Kingston upon Thames is moreover 
recorded as a place of royal assemblies and synods 
in the ninth and tenth centuries� The earliest charter 
refers to the highly significant meeting in AD 838, 
when the kingdoms of Kent, Surrey, Sussex and Essex 
agreed to be within the kingdom of the West Saxons�22 
A royal witan was moreover held in AD 972, and other 
charters give evidence of land grants by King Edgar 

978 and King Æthelstan in AD 933�23 In addition, the 
local assemblies of the hundred of Kingston were held 
at Kingston, with no further details of the location 
provided�24 

The place-name first appears in a charter of 838, 
which refers to ‘that famous place called Kingston in 
the region of Surrey’ (in illo famoso loco qui appellatur 
Cingestun in regione Su∂reie)�25 The wording suggests 
that at this time the royal manor was already well 
established and had most likely been used for earlier 
gatherings and assemblies�26 Indeed, it has been 
suggested that this estate was previously known as 
Freoricburna, a lost royal vill mentioned in charters�27 
Alternatively, Freoricburna may have been subsumed 
into the Kingston estate�28 A total of 68–70 Anglo-

Figure 3. London in the Anglo-Saxon period. During the late seventh century the trading port of Lundenwic 
emerged and grew rapidly, seemingly a planned development by royal order. Less than a kilometre away was 
Lundenburh, which developed within the abandoned Roman city of Londinium, probably from the foundation 
of St Paul’s in AD 604. This part of London does not, however, seem to have been heavily settled until the late 
ninth or early tenth century. Note the Watling Street fording place by Thorney Island. Cowie and Blackmore 
2012, xxiii, 1–3; Milne 2003, 30–1. After MOLA (2015), Archaeology of Greater London, online map: http://

molarchaeology.maps.arcgis.com. Map by A. Sanmark and T. Skinner. 
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Saxon Kingston place-names have been recorded, 
primarily distributed across southern England�29 
The place-name is derived from OE cyninges ‘king’s’ 
and tūn ‘enclosure’, ‘farmstead’, estate’, ‘village’� These 
estates seem to have had multiple functions, closely 
linked to royal administration, such as control, 
management of commercial traffic, and military 
functions� Kingston upon Thames clearly stood out 
in relation to the other Kingston estates, as this was 
the only one which was a royal vill, i�e� an estate with a 
major church and where royal assemblies were held�30 

The exact location of the various Kingston assemblies 
known from written sources cannot be determined 
through the documentary evidence� J� R� Maddicott has 
suggested that meetings of the witan were often held 
outdoors, just as the hundred and shire courts� This 
argument is above all based on the large number of 
witnesses named in the charters� These could often be 
as many as one hundred, and Maddicott further argued 
that others were present too and that the ‘witness list is 
a minimum statement of those attending the assembly’� 
As it is unlikely that so many people would have fitted 
into the royal hall buildings, these meetings may also 
frequently have been held outdoors�31 If this was the 
case, it is possible that the meetings of the witan were 
held in the same location as the hundred assemblies�32 
As for the location of the coronation ceremonies, there is 
some evidence to be found� According to late traditions, 
the coronations of Æthelstan and Edwy (in AD 925 and 
955 respectively) are said to have been performed on a 
‘platform’ erected in the market place of the royal vill,33 
while Eadred, Eadward the Martyr and Æthelred are 
said to have been crowned in the Chapel of St Mary 
(in 946, 974, and 979)�34 As the royal vill has not yet 
been identified archaeologically, the potential location 
of a coronation ‘platform’ cannot be evaluated� It is also 
possible that the ‘market place’ referred to was nothing 
more than an open area in the Anglo-Saxon period, 
which may have been formalized in the late twelfth 
century�35 The lack of archaeological evidence of the 
royal estate is not surprising, as settlement evidence 
may have been removed by river flooding and this is 
also now a built-up area of London�36 The only features 
that have been potentially connected to the manor are 
a few boundary ditches of late Saxon date excavated 
close to Charter Quay and the parish church of All 
Saints (Fig� 4)�37 Two Anglo-Saxon settlements have 
been excavated nearby, but none of them show any 
clear links to the royal manor� South of the ‘central 
island’, there was a small rural settlement dated to c. 
AD 400–700, thus predating the Kingston estate�38 
Another later settlement, dating from the eighth to the 
tenth century, has also been excavated at ‘the Bittoms’ 
in the wider area to the south (Fig� 4)�39 

 On the basis of comparative evidence from 
excavated Anglo-Saxon royal estates, it has been 
suggested that the royal vill at Kingston consisted of 
a timber hall (c. 15–18 m long and 7 m wide) with 
subsidiary buildings and an associated settlement�40 
On the basis of post-conquest written sources, as 
well as comparative archaeological evidence, it has 
furthermore been argued that an Anglo-Saxon 
minster church was in place�41 The existence of an 
early church is potentially supported by a fragment 
of a tenth/eleventh century carved stone cross in 
the fabric of the north chancel of the current parish 
church� Moreover, just south of this church, stood the 
Chapel of St Mary the Virgin� This building collapsed 
in 1730, but preserved engravings suggest a structure 
with a pre-1100 date for its western doorway, a result 
supported by excavations carried out in the 1920s� 
This is rather late for any tenth-century coronations, 
and it has therefore been suggested that a wooden 
predecessor existed�42 The so-called ‘Coronation 
Stone’, which is now located outside the Kingston 
Guildhall, is said to have been situated within this 
chapel�43 Stones with similar traditions are known 
from other inauguration and assembly sites, such as 
Mora in Sweden, as well as Ringsted and Viborg in 
Denmark�44 Whether the Kingston ‘Coronation Stone’ 
and these other stones were actually used in such 
ceremonies is generally doubted� These traditions 
are interesting, however, as they seem to reflect a 
Germanic tradition that kings should be elevated 
after their inauguration� For these purposes, various 
features were used, such as stones, shields or, chairs�45

Returning to the idea of Kingston as an assembly, 
this site has a number of key assembly features� It 
is located on the convergence of a number of land 
routes and a fording point across the Thames (Fig� 
4)�46 This existence of a ford is further supported by 
a late tradition, according to which Kingston was 
once named Moreford, i�e� ‘Marshy Ford’�47 Kingston 
was also in an ideal location for a major assembly 
as it was in a central position to the Anglo-Saxon 
realm as a whole�48 Indeed, the boundaries of the 
earlier kingdoms of Wessex, Kent, Mercia and East 
Anglia intersected only some fifteen kilometres away 
(see Runnymede below)� Such a location is often 
suggestive of assembly sites high up in the hierarchy 
and with functions for several districts or regions�49 
The boundary location may also have added a sense 
of community and shared ownership of the site�50 

Kingston displayed other commonly occurring 
assembly features too� One of the most striking is that 
the royal estate was situated on a small island� This 
one was often referred to as the ‘central island’ (Fig� 
4)� It was a raised area with views of the surrounding 
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region, and could thus be seen to ‘claim’ these areas, 
as has been suggested for other, similar, Anglo-Saxon 
assemblies�51 The raised profile is also crucial as the 
island could thus be identified from a distance by 
people travelling to the assembly� A further common 
assembly trait is that this island was situated in the 
alluvial marshland of the Thames, at the highest tidal 
reach of the sea, which places the estate in a liminal 
place between the land and the sea�52 Sarah Semple has 
argued that places where ‘the waters had significant 
qualities, for example intertidal zones, places with 

seasonal surges’ had particular value, as these were 
places where ‘humans were encountering raw nature’ 
and needed to safely interact with these places�53 The 
potentially dangerous character of these places, where 
royal rituals could be performed to show the power of 
the king may be one of the reasons why these places 
were selected for assemblies� Liminal places moreover 
tend to be seen as sites where humans could meet and 
interact with the divine�54

Archaeology also shows that this was a long-
lived site, with evidence of human activity from the 

Figure 4. Map of Kingston upon Thames showing the ‘central island’ as well as the location of the 
archaeological remains mentioned in the text. Map by A. Sanmark and T. Skinner.
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Palaeolithic and Mesolithic periods� The earliest 
settlement on the central island dates from the 
Neolithic and there is a possible Bronze Age/Early 
Iron Age settlement, as well as a Romano-British one 
just north of central Kingston and extending to the 
opposite side of the Thames� There were also the two 
Anglo-Saxon settlements mentioned above�55 The 
wider area furthermore shows signs of settlement; 
there was, for example, a Late Bronze Age defended 
settlement at Kingston Hill, a few kilometres to the 
east�56 Evidence moreover suggests that Kingston was 
situated within a sacred landscape� Neolithic axes and 
a ‘large assembly of Bronze Age weaponry’ has been 
recovered from the Thames, which may represent 
votive offerings�57 It has been suggested Kingston was 
a sacred site situated by a holy spring and potentially 
the site of a Romano-British temple�58

Altogether, these different traits make good 
sense for a place of coronation and help explain why 

Kingston gained such an important role in the late 
Anglo-Saxon period and for the English kingdom� 
This will be further discussed below� 

Westminster 

The next area under consideration is Westminster, 
the location of Westminster Abbey and the Palace of 
Westminster (the Houses of Parliament) (Figs� 3 and 
5)� Westminster Abbey was consecrated in AD 1065 
and is documented as the place of coronations from 
AD 1066 and remains so today, and Westminster 
has been the permanent site of Parliament since the 
thirteenth century�59 Westminster was moreover the 
site of a number of royal assemblies in the Anglo-Saxon 
period and was used for this purpose with increasing 
frequency� Examples include three crown-wearing 
episodes (major assemblies) held here in the reign of 
Eadward�60 Westminster is different from Kingston 

Figure 5. Thorney Island in the eleventh century, based on the plans presented in Thomas et al. 2006, 41 and 
MOLA (2015), Archaeology of Greater London, online map: http://molarchaeology.maps.arcgis.com/. Map by 

A. Sanmark and T. Skinner.



122

Anglo-Saxon Studies in Archaeology and History 22

upon Thames in terms of local administration, as 
it was not a meeting place for the local hundred 
organization�61 Coronations are somewhat difficult 
to reconstruct, but by AD 1066 and the accession of 
William the Conqueror (AD 1066–1087) these were 
held in Westminster Abbey�62 It is generally accepted 
that King Harold Godwinson (January – October 
1066) was also crowned in the Abbey in the same 
year, since the funeral of his predecessor Eadward the 
Confessor (1042–1066) took place here on the same 
day as Harold’s consecration�63 According to later 
written accounts, the coronations of kings Eadmund 
Ironside (April – November AD 1016), Cnut (AD 
1016–1035),64 Harold (Harefoot) (AD 1035–1040),65 
and Harthacnut (AD 1040–1042)66 took place in 
‘London’� Due to the late date of these sources, the 
validity of these statements has been questioned, and 
this issue will be returned to below� 

Westminster’s importance can be traced far back 
in time, both through written and archaeological 
evidence� Westminster Abbey is documented as 
having been founded by St Dunstan ‘in the reign of 
King Edgar’, i�e� between AD 959–975�67 The exact 
date is not certain, as the charter provides the date 
of AD 951, which clearly is not within Eadgar’s reign� 
Other dates have been suggested, such as AD 959, 
960 and 971� AD 971 may be the most plausible as 
this post-dates King Eadgar’s meeting in AD 970, 
when he announced his decision to found forty new 
monasteries�68 In the mid-eleventh century, the Abbey 
was re-founded by Eadward the Confessor and rebuilt 
on a much grander scale in the Romanesque style, 
although little of this remains today�69 Archaeological 
excavations moreover suggest the existence of an 
earlier church underneath the Abbey� On the basis 
of finds, such as pottery, indicative of the later eighth 
and the ninth centuries, pins, and a coin from the 
reign of Ecgberht (AD 802–839), dated to AD 835–
839, a minster church was arguably in place in the late 
eighth or ninth century� It has been further reasoned 
that this church remained in use until the Abbey was 
founded in the mid to late tenth century�70 

Less is known about the Palace of Westminster� It 
has been suggested that King Eadward built a palace at 
the same time as his eleventh-century re-foundation 
of Westminster Abbey, which by this time equalled 
or even outstripped Winchester in importance� 
This is supported by Eadward’s desire to rule from 
towns and his increasing use of Westminster for 
assemblies� All three crown-wearing episodes, i�e� 
major assemblies, were held at Westminster�71 It has 
been argued that Westminster was being developed 
into a high-status monastic palace in the style of sites 
such as Ottonian Quedlingburg and Magdeburg�72 

Eadward’s predecessor, Cnut, has also been connected 
to Westminster� According to contemporary written 
sources, many of Cnut’s activities were focused around 
London and the Thames, and, in addition, the famous 
twelfth-century text by Henry of Huntingdon, where 
Cnut is described as having placed his throne on the 
‘sea-shore’, is often seen to have taken place at a royal 
‘palace’ at Westminster�73 Archaeological evidence of a 
possible royal manor or ‘palace’, prior to the assumed 
construction of a palace by Eadward is moreover 
emerging�74 A potential bridge on almost exactly the 
same alignment as the later Palace entrance has come 
to light (Fig� 5)� Radiocarbon dates from two wooden 
posts that formed part of this construction have 
provided some rather early dates� At two standard 
deviations, this presumed bridge seems to derive 
from the period between AD 970 and 1050� Using one 
standard deviation, the less certain – but narrower – 
date range of AD 1000–1020 has emerged�75 In view of 
this, the bridge may indeed date from the early years 
of the reign of King Eadward, but on balance it is more 
likely to have been constructed by an earlier king� On 
this basis, the excavators suggested that a royal palace/
manor was built by Cnut, or perhaps even by King 
Edgar around the time of St Dunstan’s foundation of 
Westminster Abbey in the late tenth century�76 

Westminster, too, has many significant assembly 
features� The location is striking as a number of 
communication routes converge here� The ‘principal 
east-west land route’ of the ninth–tenth century ran 
along the Strand and on to Westminster�77 There was 
also a fording place where medieval roads crossed 
the Thames, and most likely also the earlier Roman 
Watling Street (Fig� 3)�78 Additionally, this site was 
also located on a small island (Fig� 5)� In the Anglo-
Saxon period, the area of Westminster was known as 
Þorn-īeg, i�e� ‘Thorn Island’, now Thorney Island�79 
Topographical studies and archaeological excavations 
have shown that Thorney Island was a small islet 
situated where the Thames met the River Tyburn� The 
island boundaries can no longer be distinguished, but 
the name survives in the modern Thorney Street, 
located a few hundred metres south of the Houses of 
Parliament�80 This island was situated on the Thames 
floodplain, subject to regular, or indeed irregular, 
flooding, and therefore liminal, in the same way 
as the central island in Kingston upon Thames�81 
Moreover, adding to the similarities with Kingston, 
Thorney Island had a raised and prominent position 
above the Thames, which would have made it clearly 
visible from afar�82 The name Thorney Island itself 
is also indicative of an Anglo-Saxon assembly, since 
tree names are commonly found in hundred names 
referring to assembly places, and ‘thorn’ specifically 
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occurs on several occasions� Examples include 
Spelthorne, Elthorne, Copthorne and Chechemetorn 
– ‘the thorn of the people of Chedglow’�83 

Westminster was moreover situated on the 
convergence of several types of boundaries� It was 
close to the point where the kingdoms of Essex and 
Kent met and also the meeting point of the two 
hundreds of Ossulston and Brixton� This site has 
roots far back in time; it was a place of human activity 
from the Mesolithic period onwards, with habitation 
going back 7000 years� Excavations moreover 
revealed traces of activity from the Neolithic period, 
the Iron Age, as well as Roman times�84 There is 
limited evidence from the Anglo-Saxon era, which 
is not unexpected as finds from this period are rare 
across London� From the Middle Saxon period, 
the only evidence of activity on Thorney Island are 
chance finds and residual material due to the island’s 
location on on the Thames flood plain�85 

Westminster would not have been chosen as a 
place for coronations of the kings of England had it 
not been considered a highly symbolic and important 
place for the kingdom as a whole� As demonstrated, 
this site was in a highly strategic location� There may 
have been a royal ‘palace’ from the late tenth or the 
early eleventh century, together with a (minster) 
church� It could perhaps be that from this time, 
Westminster started growing in power and having an 
important role for the kingdom as a whole� The shift 
to Westminster suggests a political shift; Kingston 
had lost its importance and coronations were now 
held in a monastery fit for kings� 

Let us now return to the statement in the late 
medieval sources that coronations were held in 
‘London’ in the eleventh century� It is of course 
entirely possible that this is mere speculation, made 
on the basis of London’s later significance� If we 
ignore this possibility for the time being, which places 
could have been used for this purpose? Maddicott has 
pointed out that ‘London’ in documents often refers 
to Westminster, but not in every single case�86 One 
possible suggestion is, of course, St Paul’s Cathedral, 
which, according to written evidence, was founded in 
AD 604 in Lundenburh�87 Or, as demonstrated above, 
a palace, assembly, and indeed an important church, 
may have existed in Westminster already by then, 
which means that some of these kings could have been 
crowned here already at this time� There is, however, 
another possibility, suggested by a statement in the 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle� We are told that Eadward 
the Confessor was crowned at Winchester ‘on the first 
day of Easter’ (3rd April 1043), but chosen as king 
in London ‘by the whole nation’ in 1041�88 An earlier 
example indicating similar practices dates from AD 

925, when Æthelstan was reportedly elected king in 
Mercia and later consecrated at Kingston�89 This is 
interesting as it fits in well with evidence from late/
high medieval Scandinavia and, in particular, Sweden, 
where old, ‘pre-Christian’ traditions of royal election 
and inauguration seem to have remained in place� 
Royal elections were held at Mora thing, an open-air 
inauguration and assembly site, surrounded by water 
and wetlands, located approximately eight kilometres 
from Uppsala, in Uppland in central Sweden� At this 
site, medieval kings were elected and, following this 
event, in order to be accepted by the population of all 
the regions of the kingdom, the newly elected king 
travelled on a ritual journey, called the Eriksgata, 
passing a number of select assembly sites� In the 
High and Late Middle Ages the final part of the ritual 
was a coronation in the cathedral at Uppsala� This 
Christian tradition seems to have been added on to 
a much older ritual�90 Traces of such events are found 
in Continental Europe too� Written sources state that 
Merovingian rulers travelled through their realms on 
ceremonial journeys through the kingdom between 
their residences and the assemblies� Later German 
kings carried on in a similar fashion and were ‘often 
elected in one place and crowned in another’�91 The 
Anglo-Saxon evidence suggests similar rituals may 
have been in place here as well� Expressions similar 
to ‘By all the whole nation’ are frequently used in 
reference to assemblies, both in England and the 
Norse world�92 It could therefore be suggested that 
royal elections may have been held at Thorney Island, 
and this may have paved the way for Westminster 
being chosen as the place of coronations in the 
following century� Perhaps royal elections have been 
wrongly labelled as coronations in later descriptions� 

Runnymede

Runnymede in Surrey is the location where King 
John of England sealed Magna Carta in AD 1215 (Fig� 
6)� In the words of Magna Carta itself, the document 
was ‘Given by our hand in the meadow that is called 
Runnymede, between Windsor and Staines’�93 One 
reason why this particular place was selected for 
this important meeting between King John and the 
revolting barons is that in 1215 Runnymede was in 
effect ‘no-man’s-land’ between the two factions� The 
barons had taken London and had their front line at 
Staines, with Staines Bridge on the Thames, some two 
kilometres from Runnymede� King John, on the other 
hand, was based at Windsor Castle, approximately 
seven kilometres northwest of Runnymede�94 These 
developments highlight the significant and strategic 
location of Runnymede at a key crossing over the 
Thames� To examine this site further, Tim Tatton-
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Brown’s observation that the current place for the 
National Trust site of Runnymede cannot be the 
old location of Runnymede is important� This is 
demonstrated by Jean Roque’s 1725 map, ‘The Actual 
Survey of Berkshire’, where the modern Runnymede 
consisted of two meadows: Runnymede in the east and 
Longmead in the west� Using this map, the assembly 
of Runnymede can be located with greater precision 
and its features studied in further detail (Fig� 6)�95

In comparison to Westminster and Kingston upon 
Thames, relatively little is known about the history 
and archaeology of Runnymede�96 However, what is 
clear is that Runnymede also has longstanding royal 
connections� It was situated on the edge of Windsor 
Forest, which served as a royal hunting ground� Old 
Windsor, a royal estate and hunting lodge for Eadward 
the Confessor (c. AD 1061–1065), was situated a 
few kilometres east of Runnymede� This lodge was 
also used by the later kings William the Conqueror, 
William Rufus (AD 1087–1100), and Henry I (AD 
1100–1135) (Fig� 6)� Old Windsor was important as 
a ‘crown-wearing’ estate used during Easter, Whitsun 
and Christmas between AD 1070 and 1107�97 ‘Crown-
wearing’ was an important ritual displaying royal 
power that took place at royal assemblies� This was 
seemingly an old tradition, which was in decline 
by the twelfth century�98 Around AD 1110 Henry 
I moved his residence to Windsor Castle, which 
had been constructed in the 1070s for William the 
Conqueror�99 

Runnymede too has some very strong assembly 
characteristics and it may have been used as a place 
of assembly and other gatherings much further back 

in time� This is indeed supported by the place-name 
itself: ‘Runnymede’ is first recorded in 1215, but is 
derived from Middle English runinge ‘taking counsel’ 
and mede ‘meadow’� This probably refers to earlier 
assemblies at the site, which were not documented, 
or the records of which are no longer extant�100 No 
details of these are known, but a witan is recorded 
at Old Windsor in 1065, which could be a reference 
to Runnymede�101 At this site, land and water routes 
converged (Fig� 6); in the northern part, there was 
an old road, most likely a raised causeway, which 
connected Old Windsor with Staines Bridge� At this 
bridge the Roman road between London and Silchester 
(some forty kilometres southwest of Runnymede) 
crossed the river� In the later Anglo-Saxon period, this 
seems to have become the important route between 
London and Winchester, with a wooden bridge at 
Staines, and which probably met the raised causeway 
at Runnymede�102 Runnymede’s role as an assembly is 
further supported by its location on the intersection 
of a number of major boundaries (Fig� 1)� This was 
the meeting point of four Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, 
three hundreds, and four dioceses�103 In this way, over 
a long period of time, Runnymede would have been 
ideally placed for meetings involving people from 
different districts, dioceses, or, indeed, kingdoms� It 
is also likely to have served as an assembly high up in 
the hierarchy� 

Another striking assembly feature is that 
Runnymede too was located on a small island, this 
one some three kilometres long� The island had 
the Thames to the north and another natural river 
channel, now Langham Pond, to the south� (Figs� 

Figure 6. Runnymede, as featured on Jean Roque’s map The Actual Survey of Berkshire (1725). 
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6 and 7)�104 Thus Runnymede was also in a liminal 
position, an aspect which was further enhanced by 
its location on the Thames floodplain� It is possible 
that the Langham Pond channel had silted up by 
1215, but that does not mean that the site had lost its 
significance as a ‘symbolic island’ and liminal site� At 
least in Scandinavia, wetlands or open water seem to 
have been equally significant in this sense�105

Finally, Runnymede clearly fits the general pattern 
of Anglo-Saxon assembly sites� More specifically, 
Runnymede can be classified as a ‘hanging 
promontory site’, as defined by John Baker and Stuart 
Brookes� These promontories all have ‘mound-like 
features’, often only accessible from a clearly defined 
approach�106 All in all, the selection of this site for the 
sealing of Magna Carta is not remarkable, and indeed 
fully in line with the evidence from Kingston-upon-
Thames and Westminster� 

Concluding remarks

This contribution has demonstrated that Kingston 
upon Thames, Westminster, and Runnymede all share 
some prominent assembly features and characteristics� 
As pointed out above, the overriding characteristic 
in the selection of assembly sites is a location on key 

communication routes, and that certainly seems to 
be the case here as well� In view of the long history of 
the three sites, and their position on the convergence 
of land and water routes, they are all natural meetings 
places� The island locations, moreover, meant that 
these assembly sites were clearly delimited from the 
surrounding area and were also easy to control�107 The 
archaeology of Kingston and Westminster show that 
these sites were in use from the Mesolithic and Neolithic 
periods, and this may also apply to Runnymede� As 
the Thames valley became increasingly important for 
the administration of the kingdom, these sites were 
elaborated, or taken over, by kings and then used as 
places for important rituals and meetings� 

Some major differences between the three sites can 
also be observed� Although they all have strong royal 
connections, one of the most striking differences is the 
presence, or lack, of buildings� The royal vill of Kingston 
upon Thames, although not found archaeologically, 
most likely consisted of a wooden hall with associated 
buildings, while Westminster developed into a major 
palace and monastic site, from perhaps as early as the 
eighth–ninth century� Both Kingston and Westminster, 
moreover, are seen to have had early Anglo-Saxon 
minster churches� There is no indication that a royal 

Figure 7. Western stretch of Langham Pond, once a natural river channel, to the south of Runnymede  
(online at: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/66/LanghamPondRunnymede.jpg  

Creative Commons: WyrdLight.com).
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estate existed at Runnymede, although Old Windsor, 
located a few kilometres away, may have served as such� 

Another important theme is breaks and continuity 
of use, which in terms of medieval assembly sites often 
seem to have been driven by political developments�108 
The site that remained in use for the longest period 
of time is, of course, Westminster, as the current site 
of the British parliament� The long-term use of this 
site is clearly linked to Eadward the Confessor’s very 

conscious decision to develop Westminster as part of 
his general move towards holding royal assemblies 
in towns� It is important to stress, however, that his 
decision was taken on the basis of an assembly tradition 
that by his time was most likely well established through 
the activities of tenth-century kings, and perhaps also 
traditions of holding royal elections on Thorney Island� 

This is in line with developments observed in the 
Scandinavian countries outlined at the beginning of 

Figure 8. The location and landscape setting of the island of Stadsholmen in Lake Mälaren, where Stockholm’s 
Old Town (Gamla Stan) is now found. Note its location on the boundary between the administrative district of 
Attundaland (later Uppland) and Södermanland. The island was a contested area, to which both areas laid 

claim (Zachrisson 2016). Open Geodata from Lantmäteriet.se. Map by A. Sanmark and T. Skinner.
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this contribution� An interesting parallel to Thorney 
Island and London is seen in the development of the 
Swedish capital of Stockholm, which did not emerge 
as a place of major importance until the Late Middle 
Ages� The area around modern Stockholm grew in 
importance at this time because of its key location 
at the entry to the major Lake Mälaren, and in the 
seventeenth century major institutions were moved 
to the town� It has recently been shown that the 
beginnings of Stockholm were focused on the island 
of Stadsholmen where Stockholm’s Old Town (Gamla 
Stan) is now located� The key to the significance 
of this island is its location right in the middle of 
the channel leading into Lake Mälaren; moreover, 
a north–south running ridge stretches across the 
island (Fig� 8)� In the Viking Age Stadsholmen was 
most likely therefore a sacred island, a meeting point 
for ships and people involved in military operations 
that was also connected to religious rituals, trade 
and assemblies� This island is also on the boundary 
between two districts (Attundaland/Uppland and 
Södermanland), and was a contested area, to which 
both districts laid claim�109 The similarities with 
Thorney Island in terms of the beginning of London 
are therefore striking, both starting on a small island 
on the convergence of major land and water routes� It 
should also be added that the island of Stadsholmen 
retained its symbolic significance, as this is where 
the royal palace stands and where early parliaments 
were held� Today’s parliament building is located 
only a few hundred metres away on a neighbouring 
island� 

Let us turn back to England and the other sites 
under consideration� Kingston upon Thames 
developed differently from Westminster, as it faded 
in importance from the eleventh century� This 
was presumably caused by the kings’ move away 
from rural sites, and probably also the absence of a 
monastery, as religious locations, such as Winchester 
and Gloucester, were at this time increasingly used 
for royal assemblies and other main events�110 Some 
significance is still attached to Kingston, however, 
as it is a Royal Borough in Greater London and the 
current administrative centre of the county of Surrey� 
In terms of Runnymede, this site also seemingly fell 
out of use, as no further assemblies are recorded here� 
In this case, however, a small shift seems instead 
to have taken place, this also being in line with 
previous assembly research� This shift involved a 
move from Old Windsor/Runnymede to the twelfth-
century Windsor Castle, located a few kilometres to 
the north-west� Assemblies are documented here 
from the twelfth century�111 In conclusion, in view 
of the evidence relating to Kingston upon Thames, 

Westminster and Runnymede, it is perhaps not 
surprising that these three sites were selected for 
such important roles in the political history of the 
English kingdom� 
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