
DID KING ALFRED REALLY GO TO EPSOM? HISTORIANS, LINGUISTS 
AND THE SEARCH FOR HEBBESHAMM

Rob Briggs

English early medieval history is dotted with important events that took place at sites with 
enigmatic names which did not, as far as is known, survive in the later historic landscape. 
Some have aroused the interest of scholars old and new: notably the preeminent Anglo-
Saxon church council site of Cloefsho (e.g. Keynes 1993) and the Viking-era battlefields of 
Wigingamere (917; e.g. Haslam 1997) and Brunanburh (937; all the key references can be 
found in Livingston 2011). Considerably less attention has been paid to another such 
name, Hebbeshamm, site of a council convened by King Alfred in 882, which is of potential 
relevance to Surrey because a number of scholars have identified it as Epsom. For a long 
time I subscribed to this interpretation, and commenced writing this note in order to 
develop it further by establishing and explaining a connection between Hebbeshamm and 
the meeting-place of Copthorne Hundred which lay partly  in Epsom parish. However, 
further research into the matter led to the realisations that not only was this identification 
incorrect, but for almost half a century historians and place-name experts have offered 
radically different interpretations of the source material without having made any recourse 
to their counterpartsʼ work. It is only in the past few years that this enduring problem for the 
fields of medieval history and archaeology has begun to be countered through the rise of 
interdisciplinary approaches and collaboration between experts from different fields, 
exemplified by the newly-published study on Thorp(e) place-names (Cullen, Jones & 
Parsons 2011). I hope that this note, in assessing the strengths and weaknesses of the 
parallel bodies on scholarship before culminating with the proposition of an entirely 
different locality for Hebbeshamm, may act as a modest contribution to this ongoing trend.

The place-name Hebbeshamm appears in Sawyer 345, a diploma purportedly dating from 
the middle years of the reign of King Alfred (although problematic in its extant wording) 
preserved in the archive of Winchester Old Minster, by which he granted a 15-hide estate 
at Cyrices tun (exact identity unknown) to a minister, Athelstan, in return for two hides of 
land at Stoce (possibly Stoke St Mary in Somerset) and 50 mancuses. Hebbeshamm is 
specifically identified as the promulgation place, that is the location where the charter was 
witnessed and signed by the King and a large number of his leading men. Although noted 
as a site of royal assembly from at least the early years of the twentieth century (e.g. 
Liebermann 1913, 46), the first attempt to identify Hebbeshamm, and in doing so equate it 
with Epsom, seems to have been made by H. P. R. Finberg in The Charters of Wessex 
(Finberg 1964, 137). This identification was adopted by Dorothy Whitelock in a review of 
Finbergʼs book published the following year (Whitelock 1965, 1966), which is important in 
its own right for the attention it draws to the words preceding those referring to the 
promulgation place (ʻin expeditione . in loco qui Hebbeshamm appellaturʼ) as constituting 
an almost incidental reference to a military campaign - implicitly against a Viking enemy - 
in 882. A succession of historians have since followed the identification of the place-name 
and extrapolated a period of military action in Surrey in the year of the charterʼs supposed 
formulation: Simon Keynes (1994, 1135; 1998, 22), David Sturdy (1995, 121), Richard 
Abels (1998, 171), David Pratt (2007, 36 note 53) and Jeremy Haslam (2011, 136, 137) - 
remarkably Alfred Smyth omits any  reference to the charter in his hefty 1995 monograph 
on King Alfredʼs life and reign. It has also gained local acceptance (ʻA Brief History of 
Epsom and Ewellʼ, online).

There is a little in the way  of contextual support for a “campaign” being waged in 882 from 
the national documentary sources of the period, although the relevant references are not 
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without their complications. Asser, in his Life of King Alfred, records how the monarch 
ʻlaunched a naval attack on the high seas against the Viking shipsʼ in 882 (Keynes & 
Lapidge 1983, 86). This proved successful, although the annal for the same year in the 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle adds the qualifying detail that this engagement was merely 
ʻagainst four ship-loads of Danish menʼ whilst again offering no clue as to its location 
beyond the fact that it took place at sea (Swanton 2000, 76-79; see also Abels 1998, 
171-72, and Haslam 2011, 137, who proposes it probably took place in the Thames 
estuary). Less certain is the passing reference to Alfredʼs besieging of the Viking raiders at 
London made in the annal for 883 from the BCDE recensions of the Anglo-Saxon 
Chronicle. Swanton (2000, 79 note 20) seems to accept the possibly  that it is a 
misattribution to the year stemming from a numerical misreading, but such conjecture was 
dismissed by Keynes (1998, 22; Haslam 2011, 136-37, is non-committal on the question). 
Whichever year it took place in, the brevity of its record makes it hard to assess the true 
nature and significance of Alfredʼs military action.

If a location for the 882 assembly  is to be sought within the Epsom area, there is one site 
in the south-western corner of the parish capable of fulfilling this role which catches the 
eye straight away. The meeting-place of Copthorne Hundred was subject to an exemplary 
analysis by Dorothy Nail published in 1965, one whose findings were accepted and utilised 
by Aliki Pantos some four decades later (Pantos 2004, 158-61), as well as being cited in a 
handful of other notable studies in the intervening (Blair 1991, 21; Meaney 1997, 212 note 
53). It is particularly significant in that it clearly exemplifies the polyfocality of many - and 
probably all - early medieval meeting-places. Immediately obvious is the eponymous 
“copped thorn”, remembered in a group of fields in Ashtead parish straddling the line of 
Stane Street. Equally significant is Nailʼs identification of medieval form(s) of the minor  
place-name Nutshambles, attached to a substantial linear earthwork and fields to the east, 
as meaning “assembly benches/stalls” (the name remains attached to one or more fields in 
the parish - Cowlard 2010, 19). Proposing that the Hebbeshamm assembly took place at 
Nutshambles rather than Epsom as we understand it nowadays (Sturdy 1995, 121, 
mentions the possibility  that it was held in Epsom church) would seem to suit the meaning 
of the minor place-name.

Ryan Lavelleʼs reassessment of the famous early tenth-century witan site of Grateley in 
Hampshire contains a number of useful observations that may be of relevance to the topic 
in hand (Lavelle 2005). There are no fewer than 24 named witnesses to S 345 in addition 
to King Alfred, all of whom were by implication important figures who would most likely 
have come to Hebbeshamm accompanied by retinues of advisers and servants. Lavelle 
notes how extended witness lists point to the need to accommodate large numbers of 
men, and a purpose-built timber structure as is implied by the name Nutshambles would 
have been well suited to the occasion. He also draws attention to the significance of food 
supplies to large assemblies (Lavelle 2005, 156); the recent recovery of butchered and 
unbutchered animal bones from Nutshambles (Cowlard 2010, 19) might derive from high-
status feasting, but there are a number of possible alternative interpretations. Finally, an 
assembly here, distant from the royal estate centre at Ewell or Leatherhead would match 
the spatial separation exhibited in the witan meeting at Grateley rather than Andover 
(Lavelle 2005, 157, 164, 167; Blair 1991, 20).

If all of the above seems supportive of the idea that Hebbeshamm and Epsom are indeed 
one and the same, then there are more compelling reasons for it to be rejected. The 
equation of the two place-names rests entirely  on their resemblance to one another, and 
this has neither come from, nor been adopted or so much as repeated by, place-names 
scholars (for instance PNS, 74; Ekwall 1960, 167; Mills 1996, 123; Watts 2006, 217). 
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Instead, using a series of forms beginning with renderings in pre-Conquest charters the 
place-name Epsom has been interpreted as meaning “Ebbiʼs homestead” (Old English 
Ebbes-hām). Whilst it is true the majority  of these derive from charters in the Chertsey 
cartulary (S 1181, 420, 752, 1035 - each time as Ebesham) that are all considered to be 
fake, this is not such a concern when it comes to interpreting the meaning of a place-name 
(cf. Rumble 1976, 167-69, for discussions of early forms of the place-names Merstham 
and Coulsdon in Chertsey charters and other contemporary muniments). All the same, it is 
fortunate that a slightly different spelling - Ebbesham - occurs in a genuine document 
written in Old English from the Rochester archive (S 1457, of 980x87; intriguingly, it is in 
effect used as a surname of the documentʼs final individually-named witness, a certain 
Ælfric).

Explaining the meaning of the name Hebbeshamm is relatively straightforward, but 
nonetheless it is necessary to fully evaluate the notion that it might be a distorted form of 
Ebbesham. Both place-names are dithematic. The first element of Hebbeshamm is a 
unattested personal name, *Hebbi (perhaps the hypocoristic or short form of a masculine 
name like Heahberht). It is postulated to be found in the Northumbrian place-name 
Hepscott (Heppescotes 1257, Hebbescotes 1288: Watts 2006, 298) and the lost Hebbinge 
in Boughton Aluph, east Kent (Dodgson 1966, 21). The loss of an initial H would not be 
wholly without precedent in contemporary renderings of Anglo-Saxon personal names (see 
ʻHeahberht 8ʼ, PASE) but seemingly not in place-name spellings of the period (cf. 1086 
form of Great Habton, North Yorks in Watts 2006, 268; Epsomʼs own Domesday  form - 
Evesha[m] - shows its unreliability  as a source). The second element is clearly  Old English 
hamm, a term with several meanings in place-names. A scenario in which Hebbeshamm is 
taken to be the name by which Nutshambles was formerly known (rather than the name of 
the estate in which it was situated) would befit a sense along the lines of “cultivated [or 
enclosed?] plot in a marginal location” (this develops those outlined in Gelling & Cole 
2000, 51-52). Hamm is found in the names of a number of features used as points in Old 
English charter-boundary  delineations from Surrey, often as a suffix to a personal name 
(e.g. those pertaining to nearby Merstham and Chaldon, S 528 and 753 respectively: see 
Rumble 1971; Northfield 2006, 149; Blair 1991, 46, 62), but the term has a sufficiently 
broad range of possible translations that Nutshambles is but one of many potential hamm 
locations in the parish.

It does not necessarily follow that the -ham endings of Epsomʼs earliest forms favour 
derivation from Old English hām rather than hamm, although this was the conclusion of 
Dodgson in his seminal and influential analysis of the presence and use of both elements 
in south-eastern English place-names (Dodgson 1973). His method, which he admitted 
was ʻvery arbitrary, but nonetheless effectiveʼ (Dodgson 1973, 7), was to interpret such 
names in terms of their likelihood of being from hām rather than hamm - provided certain 
historical and topographical criteria were met - and not vice versa. In this light some of the 
assumptions he made, for example in regards to the importance of places based upon 
their names, can be seen to be prejudiced against hamm. Surrey has two major place-
names held to contain hamm on the basis of a single form, in spite of there being many 
more earlier and later forms with single-m spellings. Clapham is one, proposed as such on 
the strength of a 1255 reference to Clophammesgrave, although one may note Margaret 
Gellingʼs comment on distortion of hām to hamm when used as a middle element in names 
in several Kentish charter-bounds (Gelling 1984, 48-49); it appears as Clop(pa)ham in 
several pre-Conquest charters (e.g. S  1508, 1458a). More convincing is Farnham, though 
only on strength of the spelling Fearnhamme (c900) in the annal for 893 from the A 
recension of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle; there are no less than three earlier forms ending -
ham, albeit all in cartulary copies of lost original documents (S 235, 1263, 1274). Dodgson 
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used the period 1300-1350 as a terminus ante quem for the incidence of place-name 
forms with spellings in -hamm or -hom(m) as diagnostic of a derivation from Old English 
hamm; the lack of any such spellings among the dozen or so pre-1350 forms collected in 
The Place-Names of Surrey would act as strong - though not incontrovertible - evidence 
for Epsom to be a place-name in hām, not hamm.

While the place-name evidence may not be beyond question, ultimately it is all but 
impossible to give real credence to any argument for Hebbeshamm to be equivalent to 
Epsom. This impression is confirmed by occurrences of the name Heb(b)esham in three 
published transcriptions of different written records from the thirteenth century I have found 
through online searches (a more systematic, library-based approach would no doubt 
recover more). The latest of these, two instances of the surname de Hebbesham from 
account rolls for the years 1296-97 relating to the castle, borough and wider honour of 
Wallingford in Berkshire, provide scant insight (Midgley 1942, 118, 122). The earliest 
reference, apparently of the second decade of the thirteenth century, offers a little more, as 
it connects one Hugh de Hebesham with a grant of a quarter virgate “in the vill of 
Meaudun” (Moore 1918, 386), which could be equivalent to Malden in Surrey or Maldon in 
Essex. That the name represents the Essex vill is recommended by the middle, and most 
detailed, of the three sources, a fine from that county of 1234/35 (Kirk 1899, 112 number 
507). It primarily concerns 100 acres of land in White Notley demised by Walter Delafeld to 
Stephen and Alice de Langeton; included in this grant was "the homage etc. of Hugh the 
Black and his heirs in Hebesham”. In the index to the published volume the name is 
tentatively identified as Hawbush [Green] in Cressing (Kirk 1899, 320), which was not 
appraised in the countyʼs English Place-Name Society volume but nevertheless seems an 
unlikely  proposition; moreover, none of the place-names that do appear in the 
sections for Cressing, White Notley  or neighbouring Black Notley are said to descend from 
Heb(b)esham(m). In fact, the volumeʼs authors asserted that hamm barely  registers in 
Essex as a place-name element - they cited a mere three definite instances - but it is 
feasible in light of Dodgsonʼs work that some of the much larger corpus of place-names 
are included under the heading ham(m) may represent names in hamm (PNE, 559).

On the face of it, an Essex location for Hebbeshamm would correlate with the near-
contemporary annalistic evidence for the previously-mentioned maritime naval 
engagement and besieging of London - problematic though it may be - better than one in 
Surrey. However, the famous treaty between King Alfred and his Danish counterpart 
Guthrum defined part of the boundary between West Saxon and Viking-controlled 
territories as running up  the River Lea, historically the western limit of the county. The 
treaty text as it survives today contains no dating clause; traditionally, it has been ascribed 
to 886 or the years after (Keynes & Lapidge 1983, 171), with the implication that this 
confirmed Viking control over Essex as well as East Anglia, hence casting doubt on the 
idea King Alfred and so many of his leading men could have assembled in the north-east 
of the county in 882. However, there are a number of problems with the suggested date of 
the treaty, and several scholars have since argued for it to have been formulated 
somewhat earlier, either in the wake of Guthrumʼs defeat by Alfred and his army at 
Edington and subsequent capitulation at Chippenham in 878 or late in the following year 
(Williams 1996, 93-94; Keynes 1998, 33-34; Haslam 2011, 125, cf. 121 Fig. 1). Ann 
Williams, in her survey of the evidence from the period 871-917, concluded Essex (or at 
least the majority  of it) remained under the control of Alfred during the 880s and 890s - 
thereby accommodating the otherwise-inexplicable reference to the death of Ealdorman 
Beorhtwulf or Brihtwulf of Essex recorded in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle annal for 896 
(Williams 1996, 94-95; cf. Keynes & Lapidge 1983, 289 note 29). A slightly more nuanced 
interpretation of the evidence is offered by Jeremy Haslam, who dates the aforementioned 
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treaty boundary to late 879, before cautiously  postulating that Essex was retaken from the 
Vikings in the 880s, certainly by - perhaps even in - 886, the year of Alfredʼs “splendid” 
restoration of London described in glowing terms by Asser (Haslam 2011, 135, 139; 
Keynes & Lapidge 1983, 97-98).

When attempting to combine the presence of King Alfred and his men at Hebbeshamm 
with the few other scraps of evidence from the 880s, it seems reasonable to begin with the 
statement that Viking aggression in south-east England continued to emanate, albeit 
intermittently, from Guthrumʼs kingdom in East Anglia during these years. The “campaign” 
of 882 may have been a response to one such incursion into territory controlled by Alfred, 
with the meeting at Hebbeshamm marking a point at which the English were on the front 
foot; if the 883 annal is to be taken at face value then the tables had turned by the 
following year. It may well be the case that Alfred felt London required more of a buffer 
zone against Viking opportunism than was provided for in the treaty with Guthrum, one 
that took in much of the shire of Essex. That it did not include all of the historic county  can 
be inferred not only from place-names and archaeological evidence (for which see 
Williams 1996, 93-94), but also from slightly  later annalistic references. Of particular 
significance to the purposes of this note, given the suggested approximate location of 
Hebbeshamm close to Cressing and the Notleys, are the annals recording the construction 
of burhs under the auspices of King Edward the Elder at Witham in 912 and Maldon in 916 
(Swanton 2000, 96-97, 100; the earlier of the two, if not located at Witham, may have been 
at nearby Rivenhall - Rodwell & Rodwell 1986, 180-82; cf. Williams 1996, 99-100 note 64). 
Equally significant is the retaking of Colchester from (?permanent) Viking occupation in 
917 (Williams 1996, 97). Allowing for the possible fluidity of territorial control - the 
likelihood of which is heightened by the wartime context of the 882 assembly - it looks like 
the boundary  between Anglo-Saxon and Viking territories lay in the locality between 
Witham and Colchester, potentially placing Hebbeshamm in a frontline location (note that 
S 272 and 273, suspect charters purportedly of the year 825, were promulgated at a place 
called Criodantreow/Creodantreow while King Ecgberht of Wessex campaigned against 
the Cornish).

The burghal fortifications King Edward the Elder built at Witham and Maldon demonstrate 
direct royal interest and investment in the Blackwater valley area a generation after the 
council at Hebbeshamm, although as with the other pieces of evidence presented above 
they still fall short of constituting proof that the 882 council site lay thereabouts, or even in 
Essex. Surrey did suffer heavily at the hands of the Vikings in the second half of the ninth 
century, but received little attention from the Vikings in the late-tenth and early-eleventh 
centuries (at least so far as the documentary sources record). By contrast, Essex during 
the same period - doubtless on account of its littoral location - was again the theatre for 
repeated raids and confrontations, most notably in the pivotal battles fought in 991 at 
Maldon and in 1016 Assandun (whose identification is similarly not beyond question - 
compare Rodwell 1993 with Townend 1995). When all things are taken into consideration, 
it must be concluded that although Epsom parish may have contained (part of) an 
important hundred meeting-place, it was not the site of the 882 royal council at 
Hebbeshamm. Instead, most probably this was held in Essex, in the environs of Witham 
and Maldon, at the edge of territory  under the control of King Alfred (perhaps having been 
recently wrested back from Viking occupation).

Corollary to this conclusion, the preceding paragraphs have hopefully served to show that 
up  until now historians and etymologists have paid scant attention to one anotherʼs work 
on the subject of Hebbeshamm and Epsom (or, if one is being charitable, not directly 
acknowledged them in print). The almost casual use of the phrase in expeditione in the 
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charter has been noted as testimony of a military campaign - presumably  against the 
Vikings - at the time of its promulgation, ignorance stemming from the poverty of the 
documentary sources in a period which cannot have been free from upheaval and distress 
(e.g. Smyth 1995, 110-11). But in the present era, when the studies cited above and 
referenced below are readily available to scholars and non-scholars alike, the failure of 
historians and place-name specialists to engage with the works of one another is nothing 
short of shameful, and underlines the importance of taking an interdisciplinary approach in 
all future research on this and other comparable topics. One need not profess to be an 
expert in either field to at the very least acknowledge what has been written and published 
before, or indeed to challenge what has gone before when there are obvious 
shortcomings. Maybe with this approach it can be determined once and for all whether the 
sites of the battles at Aclea in 851 (X 1912) and Meretun in 871 (Gower 2009, 6) were in 
Surrey or not, and in time perhaps a few more locations of events can be added with 
confidence to maps concerning this compelling period of English history.
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