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D.V. Sukhino-Khomenko 

 

ENGLISH ROYAL EXILES IN RUS AND THE PRACTICE 

OF EXPATRIATION IN LATE ANGLO-SAXON ENGLAND 

 
In his letter to Æthelheard (archbishop of Canterbury) and Ceol-

wulf (bishop of Lindsey) about Hringstan, an Anglo-Saxon exile in 
Francia, written at the close of the 8th century, Charlemagne briefly 
summarised the motivations for a contemporary noble person to flee: 
“It is better to live in exile than to perish, to serve in a foreign land 
than to die in one’s own” (Whitelock 1979. P. 849). Two centuries 
later, driving political and familial rivals into exile appears to have 
remained a viable method in the contest for power throughout North-
ern and Eastern Europe. Among others, two English expatriates in 
particular have attracted interest from historians: Edward the Exile 
(d. 1057) and Gytha (d. 1098/1107), daughter of Harold son of God-
wine, who found themselves temporarily or permanently at the Rus-
sian court. What is often not considered is the concurrence with or 
divergence from the general practice of exile of the time. More sur-
prising is the apparent lack of works that summarise and investigate 
this phenomenon in Anglo-Saxon England as a whole, though there 
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have been published assessments of the topic in the Old English po-
etry (Greenfield 1989), language (van Houts 2004), and law (Sartore 
2013). At the same time, these two instances can provide a feasible 
key to understanding such practice and its governing mechanisms, 
for they vividly illustrate the two types of deportation: forced ban-
ishment and ‘voluntary’ flight. 

As said, their journeys, perhaps the best recorded for the whole 
period, have been thoroughly studied before by both Russian and 
European scholars (Lind 1992; Ronay 1989 – see, however, harsh 
critique in: Reuter 1993; Пашуто 1968; Назаренко 2001; 
Мельникова 2016; et al.), so we shall only retell their biographies 
briefly. 

Edward was a son of King Edmund Ironside, defeated at Ashing-
don by the Danish king Cnut on October 18th, 1016. Edmund died six 
weeks after the battle, and Edward, his brother, and uncle Eadwig 
were left at Cnut’s mercy. Next year, Cnut outlawed Eadwig and, 
probably, had him killed, but the princely infants were spared: pre-
sumably, under supervision of a certain Walgar they were sent to the 
Swedish king Olaf Skötkonung, half- or stepbrother of Cnut’s. De-
spite his relation and political alliance with Cnut, Olaf refused to 
murder them and instead sent them further east to the court of Yaro-
slav, prince of Novgorod at the time. Yaroslav was also Olaf’s ally, 
yet for some reason the princes survived once again, and were at 
some point transferred to Hungary (Melnikova suggests an earlier 
date, given Yaroslav’s indirect amity with Cnut, but Ronay advo-
cates for 1046 when another exile at Yaroslav’s court, the Hungarian 
prince Andrew, reclaimed his kingdom). In 1054, on the order of the 
English king Edward the Confessor, half-brother of Edmund Iron-
side, bishop Ealdred of Worcester was assigned to fetch the king’s 
nephew from the continent (Edward’s brother had already died), but 
failed. A new mission, likely led by the king’s brother-in-law, earl 
Harold, son of Godwine, recovered Edward in 1057, but he died al-
most immediately upon his return, leaving a young son Edgar 
(Walker 1997. P. 92–95). 

Gytha’s exact date of birth is unknown, but in all likelihood, she 
was in her late teens when her father lost the battle of Hastings and 
his life to William the Conqueror on October 14th, 1066. Thereafter, 
as hypothesised by Ian Walker, she and her grandmother fled to the 
Isle of Flat Holm after William had crushed the Exeter rebellion in 
1068, and a year later the noble women left England for Flanders, 
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where they found refuge at the court of Count Baldwin VI, their in-
law via the marriage of Harold’s brother Tostig to Baldwin’s aunt 
(Walker 1997. P. 213, 216–218). From there Gytha’s exiled brothers 
must have brought her to their cousin once removed, King Sven 
Estridsson of Denmark, who died in mid-1070s. Around this time, 
she married the Russian prince of Smolensk, Vladimir Monomakh, 
and in 1076 produced a son, Mstislav, also known as Harald in west-
ern sources. Mstislav’s grandchild, son of Knud Lavard, became the 
Danish king Valdemar I in 1154. Gytha is believed to have died on 
May 7th, 1107, but Nazarenko maintains Gytha’s passing on March 
10th, 1098, on her way to Jerusalem (Назаренко 2001. С. 632). 

Between 600 and 1066, at least 26 kings out of 145 known An-
glo-Saxon monarchs suffered expulsion, and only half of them were 
later restored (White 2012. P. 5). The statistics for the 10–
11th century political and familial strife look as follows: 

• 22 noblemen and royalty were driven into exile (some more
than once), mostly through outlawry, 10 of which later recon-
ciled with their opponents;

• 15 noblemen and royalty had to flee, only 5 of which man-
aged to return;

• 14 men (3 of royal blood) were murdered;

• 4 men were mutilated (blinded).
(NB: these figures have been gathered from the most reliable major 
contemporary sources and modern historiography, but they still 
might not be exhaustive; ecclesiastical exiles have not been included 
in the list either). 

Each expatriate about whose destination we have knowledge fled 
to his/her relatives or allies, which is hardly surprising. Unsurprising-
ly, fewer such conflicts are known from before the Danish conquest 
in the 1000s, though the preceding period was not devoid of political 
or personal conflict (e.g. King Edmund was murdered in 946; and 
according to 12th century testimonies, King Edgar had his second 
wife’s first husband killed in 964). Three observations, however, re-
quire further consideration. 

First, it is noteworthy that apart from earl Waltheof, who con-
spired against William the Conqueror in 1076, and Ulf, who joined 
Cnut’s adversaries in 1026, Anglo-Saxon politics, it appears, knew 
no legal executions, and even outright murder seems an oddity. Cnut 
might have sentenced the victims in 1017, but no details are availa-
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ble: the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle merely states that the noblemen were 
killed (murdered?). It is all the more curious, since capital punish-
ment had long been established in the Anglo-Saxon law, including 
for such crimes as plotting a king’s murder (Глебов 1997). For ex-
ample, since in 1055 earl Ælfgar was accused of “betraying the king 
and all the people”, one could expect capital penance, not just out-
lawry. It could be ascribed to the effect of Christian teaching 
(Marafioti 2008), yet royal violence as a punitive measure was not 
uncommon: in 1002, King Æthelred, fearing for his life, ordered an 
onslaught of the Danes in his realm; in 1041, King Harthacnut had 
the town of Worcester harried in penance for the murder of his tax 
collectors; and in 1051, King Edward ordered earl Godwine to pun-
ish the citizens of Dover in the same manner for their quarrel with 
Eustace of Boulogne (Godwine refused). Connected to this is the 
second point: mutilation was just as infrequent, and given the known 
circumstances, all instances could be explained by personal cruelty. 
And third, despite the relatively high rate of returns, banishment was 
by far the most common method of repression (imprisonment was 
not an option, since castles, hence dungeons, were introduced in the 
country only after the Norman Conquest). Moreover, regardless of 
the medieval historians’ assertions of poisoning or assassination as a 
means towards political ends in the Anglo-Saxon times, no exile is 
known to have suffered in this way. 

The key to understanding this persistent adherence to outlawry in-
stead of physical liquidation might lie in the case of Edward the Ex-
ile. According to John of Worcester, ealdorman Eadric Streona en-
couraged Cnut to kill not only Eadwig but Edmund Ironside’s infant 
sons as well, but the king “saw great dishonour” in their untimely 
death and sent them to Sweden (Whitelock 1979. P. 312), apparently 
with the instructions to execute them upon arrival or at least hold 
them hostages. John also mentions that the nobility, summoned to 
swear oaths of allegiance to Cnut, falsely attested an agreement be-
tween him and Edmund, in accordance with which Cnut became adi-
utor et protector of his rival’s children. All things considered, this is 
an unlikely event (though a somewhat similar succession pact was 
later reached by two other enemies, Harthacnut of Denmark and 
Magnus of Norway). In terms of Realpolitik, Cnut’s ‘dishonour’ 
must have clearly meant stirring Edmund’s supporters’ resentment 
and a prospect of mutinies in a newly conquered land. This must ex-
plain Cnut’s unwillingness to eliminate the danger to his power and 
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choose possible future complications over an immediate threat. His 
cautiousness proved to be good judgement: even a mere rumour of 
regicide sure soiled one’s reputation, as evidenced by the ill fame of 
King Æthelred, accused of having conspired his brother’s murder in 
978, and earl Godwine, charged with killing Edward the Confessor’s 
brother in 1036. Similarly, executing members of influential clans 
might provoke hostility among the clans’ supporters. Thus, even 
when reinforced by earls Siward and Leofric’s troops in his conflict 
against earl Godwine in 1051, King Edward the Confessor neverthe-
less demanded all his father-in-law’s thegns, thereby seeking to de-
prive him of military and social backing. 

Gytha’s life story is less obviously typical. On the one hand, most 
members of the ruling families usually fared well after their exiles. 
Gytha’s grandmother and aunt peacefully retired to Flandres; her 
sister Gunnhild retreated to the nunnery of Wilton and stayed there 
unscathed and respected; her half-brother Harold found himself in 
Norway, later raiding Anglesey with King Magnus Olafsson; Kings 
Æthelred and Edward the Confessor and Queen Emma eventually 
returned and ruled once more. On the other hand, Edward the Con-
fessor’s brother’s attempt to return led to mutilation and death; 
Cnut’s sister Gunnhild’s fate is uncertain; and nothing is known of 
Gytha’s brothers after 1070s. What sets the royalty apart from the 
lesser nobility is the latter’s much less desirable fate: apart from 
Wulfnoth Cild, none of the outlawed made it back, and this could 
have been another reason for the kings to spare them: considering 
that we never hear about their ultimate fate, we can assume unenvia-
ble ends. Great earls, however, wielded more power and usually 
fought their ways back (though Tostig lost his life trying), but, as 
said, the monarchy had few resources to combat them. 

Edward the Exile and Gytha’s adventurous lives are vivid illustra-
tions of the custom of political exile in late Anglo-Saxon England, 
and further research into similar practices (see e.g. Taylor 2014; also, 
nota bene the Conference on Peacemaking and the Restraint of Vio-
lence in Medieval Europe (1100–1300), University of Bergen, Feb-
ruary 22–23rd, 2018) in closely connected Rus’ and Scandinavia (see 
e.g.: Джаксон 2000) is very welcomed.
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