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THURSTABLE REVISITED

Thurstable Hundred {Es58) is first  recorded as
Thur(e)stapel(l), -stapif{e) 1066-87, Turestapla 1086, Turstapl’
1198 and Turstapel 1219. ! Presupposing the same loss of n before
r seen in the etymology of Thursday, Reaney. Smith and others
have assumed the original form to be bunres stapol 'Thunor's
piilar‘.2 In 1962 G. Turville~-Petre discussed the possible religious
significance of this name by noting ties betwesn delties and
special pillars or trees in various Germanic sources. ‘Sacred
pillars and trees are known from many ...sources. Tacitus
(Gsrmania, 34) meantions  “Pillars of Herculas" (Herculls
columnas) . said to be stili standing In his day, and probably
situated in Heligoland or on the Frislan coast.’ The Frankish
Annals (2.2, 3) related Chariemagne’s destruction of a Saxon
sanctuary called /rminsul where sul is a cognate of OE sy/. ON
sula ‘pillar, post’.4 In lIcelandic  texts. the god Thor was
sometimes associated with qndvegissulur 'high-seat posts’. as in
Eyrbyggia saga 3-4 and Landnamabok 85, 197. Turville—Pelre
believed these and similar references belonged to one common
tradition. the dedication of a sacred plilar to a god of strength.
He therefore interpreted Thurstable as the former site of a pillar
sacred to the god Thunor.

Though his conclusion is intriguing. | believe the chain of
evidence forged to reach It breaks under the weight of closer
gxamination, | further propose that a purely secular interpratation
rather than a religious one Is possible. and perhaps probabie. for
Thurstable.

First a review of Turviile~-Petre’'s arguments. He begins
with the statement on the form of the name: ‘The loss of n before
r has many paralliels in Late Oid English. and it Is therefora not
necessary to assume Scandinavian Influence in the form
Thurstable. We may suppose that., in pagan times. thare was a
pillar in Thurstable hundred. dedlcated to the god Thunor. and
that this was a meeting pilace.’ This supposition is based on a
weak premise. Though there is no certain sign of Scandinavian
influence In the form of Thurstable, Turville—-Petre shouid not
lgnore it as a possibility, nor shouid he assume in consequence
that because Scandinavian influence Is unproven, the name’'s
Anglo—-Saxon origin is certain. To deduce further from this that
Thurstable possessed pagan religious significance is to reach a
desired vardict before the case is tried.

Turviile—-Petre next discusses several classical references
to Hercules and his columns In Germanic territories .For sliva
Herculli sacra from Tacltus's Annagis 2.12 he concludes: ‘if only
because of comparison with Norse Porsiundr. this may lgad us to
suspect that by Hercules. Tacitus meant Thunor or porr.’ This
comparison is misieading. however, because place~names



comblning /lundr ‘grove’ with the names of deltles (as Ofinn,
Freyr, Freyia, Ullr. NigrBr) are abundant in Scandinavia. > Oid
English glosses sequate Thunor with Jove/Jupiter. not Hercules.

Though Hercules and Thor shared some superficial similarities.
their natures and roles in traditional lore were on the whole quite
distinct; and early authors seem to have used Hsarcules’'s nams
indiscriminantly to describe different figures in Germanic tradition.
Even Turville-Petre admits that in Germania 3 Hercule(s}) seems to
resembie a natlve hero like Sigirid or Arminlus. Thus it need not
have signified Thunor or Thor in Tacitus's Annals. as Turville—
Patre would have us beslleve.

The next sublect is the Irminsul, a great column or pillar
once vanerated by pagan Saxons. Turville—-Petre states: ‘it Is now
generally agread that the element Irmin- has some sacral
significance. and that its original meaning must be deepser than
"big® or “sxtensive®".’ So he argued that /Irmin could bs the name
of a god. This was not true aven In 1962, distinguishaed scholars
do not ‘gensrally agree’ on /rmin's significance, with the majority
rejecting Irmin as a god-name.7 Etymologlsts lilke Pokorny and
Holthausen explain /rmin merelg as ‘great, universal’., relating it to
Greek dpuevo-¢ ‘high., tall’. Such a meaning Is evident In
Germanic compounds: OHG Irminthlod ‘'all mankind’, [rmingot
"Almighty God’. OE eormencyn ‘the entire human race’. eormeniaf
‘great legacy’. ON jgrmungrund ‘the spaclous earth’. jq rmungandr
‘the great (Midgard) serpent’. As Grimm noted. ‘that (/rminsul}
was dedicated to any one god. is not to be found in the term
itself’., apparentiy meaning that the proper possessive form of the
first element, *irminessul. is never recorded.? Thus Irminsui
might have signified nothing mocre than ‘great or universal piliar’.
This is precisely how Rudoif of Fulda interpreted it in his Transiatio
S. Alexandri 3/17- 8. [Irminsul...quod Ilatine dicltur universalis
calumna, quasi sustinens omnla.

For Irmin as a god-name,_ Turville—Petre relied haavily
upon H.M. Chadwick’'s di'scusslon.'i He claimed that Chadwick
gave ‘strong arguments’ to support the view that Tacitus meant the
god lrmin in Annals 2. 12. Chadwick’s arguments were as follows:
) The Saxon history written by Widukind around 968 states:

Mane autem facto ad orientalem portam ponunt aquilam,
aramqgue victoriae construentes secundum errorem
paternum sacrg sua proprila veneratione venerati sunt:
nomine Martem, efflgle columpngrum Imlitantes Herculem
... Ex hoc apparet sestimationem illorum utcumque
probabilem, qui Saxones originem duxisse putant de
Graecis, qgula Hirmin vel Hermls Graece Mars dicitur (1.1312)
Chadwick transilates:

‘in the morning they pianted their eagle at the esastern
gate and. piling up an altar of victory, paid appropriate
reverence to the oblects of their worship according to
the superstition of their fathers, representing by name
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Mars. by the likeness of plilars Hercules. .. Hence the

view of those who hold that the Saxeons are descended from
the Greeks has a certain amocunt of probability, for Mars

is called Hirmin or Hermes in QOrssk.’

There is little doubt that Widukind was thinking here of
the term Irminsui; hance his connecticn between Mars/Hlrmin and
the Saxons. This surely is only medieval stymclogizing. it does not
imply that thers was a Germanic god Irmin whose characteristics
ware those of thes Gresk Hermes or Homan Mars. On the contrary
It suggests that in order to explain an ctherwise incomprehensibie
element Irmin- Widukind had to invent an irregular form Hirmin
which he linked to Greek Hermes. and hence wrongly to Mars.
The title irminsul was the main factor., since the ailtar represented
Mars (Hermes) only by name and not by scuiptured appearance.
In appesarance. /rminsul resembled the pillars of Harcules - again,
probabily no more than a rafsrence to a ‘great pillar’. i) Chadwick
next quotes Tacitus’s account of a Roman prince who had heard of
Herculis columnas during the German campaign (Germania 23).
Chadwick remarks: ‘lf Widukind could speak of ‘plllars of Harcules’
with reference to the Irminsul. may not a Romanised German of
the first century have been capabie of using the same expression?’
This Is possible. But even it /rminsul equalied Herculis columnas.
there is no reason to assume that Irmin was a god-name
squivalent to Hercules. The equation couid well have derived only
from the columned appearance of the {two monuments,
Significantly, Chadwick himse!f admits. ‘Perhaps it may be thought
that this rumour is too insecure a foundation to bulid upon. 13 {ip
Chadwick then concludes with the main object of his discussion:
the Iidentification of the Saxons’ tribal origins. He suggests a
tentative link between Irminsul and the tribal name Hermiones. His
theory is based on Germania 2, which reads: e quorum
nominibus. . . Harmlones. . . vocentur. This might suggest a god— or
semi-god—name similar to Hermin which in turn gave its name to
the people. However, Chadwick notes that though tribali names like
Marsi or Suebi appear connected with ‘religlous confederacies’. in
the case of Hermiones (and, incidantally, I/staeuones, Inguaeones)
there is ‘no evidence of such confederacies’. )

Chadwick’'s arguments for Irmin as a god—-name are not
as strong as Turville~-Petre asserts. Even if we believe Irmin was
once a god’'s name. despite the evidence to the contrary. Turville—
Petre is unable to correlate him directly with Thunor, a god known
to have been worshipped individually by the Saxons.’] instead, he
hedges by stating that a precise link s unimportant since they
both might have been the same type of god. This is obviously a
weak argument since the differences in identity between irmin and
Thunor. whether they were similar gods or not. would be
paramount to any understanding of the significance of ‘Thunor’'s
piiiar in Essex. The hundred was not called *Irminesstapo/. nor Is
thers any reason to beilleve Thunor repiaced irmin in England while
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he did not on the Covminam.]5 intarestingly, the only direct link
‘between Irmin- and a god is offered by the Old Norse Pulur where
Jormunr is a nickname, not of Thor. but of odin. '® For a
discussion of Thurstable we must therefore question the strength
and relevance of Turvilie~Petre’s Irminsul evidence: any solid
connection betwesen Thunor and Irmin is obviously wanting.

Turville—-Petre then jumps several centuries to the
icelandic sagas and histories. He summarizes passages from
Landnamabok, HKormaks, Gisla saga and Eyrbvgala saga which
invoive the tossing of q ndveglssulur 'high-sesat pililars’ overboard
Wherever they drift ashore. their owners will settle. in some
instances. Thor played some role in this operation. Turville— Petre
concluded: ‘it is not told in the Norse sources that any god other
than Porr was_ patron of the supporting piliars. in fact, they
appear to be borr’s plllars.* A ciose examination of thase sources
shows the hoilowness of this assessment.

Though nc other god Is specifically named in connection
with g ndvegissulur in the Norse texts, nelther do they expressly
nominate Thor as patron of all @ ndveglssulur. For exampls,
Eyrbyggia saga 3-4 relates how Thorolfr Mostrarskegg was miklil
vinr bors 'a great friend of Thor’, in charge of the god’'s tempile
on the isiand of Mostr off Norway. When forced to ieave Norway.
Thorolfr sacrifices to Thor who advises him to go to Icelang.
Thorolfr dismanties his patron’s temple, retaining most of its
timbers ok sva molding undan stallanum par er Porr hafll a setit
‘and also the earth from under the pedestal that Thor had stood
on.’ On his approach to Iceiand., Thorolfr threw overboard his
high-seat pillars which had stocod in the temple: par var, Porr
skorinn a annarrl. ., Eptir pat kqnnutu peir landit ok fundu a nesi
framanverts. .. at Porr var a land kominn me® sulurnar; pat var
sitan kallat Porsnes 'Thor was engraved on one...After that they
expiored the iand and found that Thor had come to land wiih the
pillars on the point of a headland. that has since been called
Thorsnes.” The use of g ndvegl/ssulur as guides to new homesteads
was a common motif in Icsiandic literature. Usually though no
particuiar god was named as their source of guidance (e.g.
Landngmabok 8-89. 270, 289, 297, 307, Kormaks saga 2).
Bearing this in mind, Thor might have occurred in the above
passage only in his capacity as Thorolff's tutelary god. and
because the author was explaining the origin of Porsnes ‘Thor's
headiand’ and Pborse ‘Thor’'s river’. Indead. the rast of the chapter
is devoted to describing the sacradness of this region with regard
to Thor. That the pililars themseilves weare not automatically to be
associated with Thor is found in the author’'s explanation that one
had his image (?) carved on it. If Thor had been the exciusive
patron of qndveglssulur, such a statement wouid have been
unnscessary. Aiso. the fact that Thor ’‘stood’ on a stalir ‘shelf.
pedastal’ in the temple indicates that there was the centra of his
veneration, not the qndvegls— or any other suiur. Contrary to
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Turville~-Petre’s assertion that the phrase Porr var @ land kominn
me& sulurnar ‘nearly identifled’ them with the god, In fact it
expressas some degres of separation betwsen them,

Turvillo~Petre also mentions Landnamabok. This apparent
evidencs of Thor as patron of high-seat plllars is weakened when
wa understand that Halisteinn was the son of Thorgifr, mikill vinr

bvygala saga Quil“bgris saga 7 iInforms wus that
Halisteinn thersafter put up a temple to Thor: so. iike his father
before him he cultivated that god. Hence Eyrbvggia saga 3-4 and
Landnamabok 123 are not independant pieces of evidence linking
Thor to the sulur. They deal with a single family who asked
guidance from their patron Thor.

Turville~Patre’s bias is mors evident in his K summary of
the only remaining Thor-q ndveglissulur episods, Landnamabgok 197.
He says: ‘it is told of a settier in northern lceland that., when he
first sighted land. he refused to |etlison his pillars, saying that he
would rather invoke Porr directly, and ask the god to show him
whare to land.’ The text itseif reads: en er pelr komu | landsyn,
gekk Hreltarr til siglu ok saglisk eigl mundu kasta q ndveglssulum
fyrir bori hkvezk pat pykkia omerkiligt at gera ral sitt eptir pvi,
kvezk heldr mundu heita & Por, at hann vise® honum tii landa ‘and
when thsy came in sight of land, Hreidarr went to the mast and
said he would not cast his high-seat piilars overboard. he said he
thought it siily to make one’s decisions in such a way. and that
he would rather pray to Thor sco that he shouild direct him to a
place to settle.” Hreiddar wished ito invoke Thor instead of casting
his piliars overboard (which he thought siily) not becauss of his
desire to skip the middieman. Turville-Petre’s sense of ‘directly’ is
nowhere conveved in this passage. Indeed. the implication is that
Thor’s invocation was considered a distinct alternative to jettisoning
tha g ndvegissulur. That Thor was a gulde independent of the
piilars is seen in the continuation of Landngmabok 197 and in
Landnamabok 218: Helgl var blandinn mjgk | tru; hann trull a
Krist, en het a Por til sjofara ok harleeth. ba er Helgl sa Island,
gekk hann til fretta vi8 bor, hvar land skyldi take, en frettin visel
honum nor® um landit 'Helgi’'s faith was very mixed: he beliaved in
Christ but prayed to Thor for sea—journeys and in difficuit times.
When Heligi sighted Iceland. he consuited Thor as to whare he
should land. and the oracle guided him to the north of the land.’
Considering these passages we might argue the existence of iwo
separate beilefs: 1} that q ndvegissulur could take a man where his
family was destined to settle. i) that the family’s patron god (here

Thor) could jead them to their new homesiead. Eyrbyagia saga 3—
4 and Landnamabok 123 might have been conflations of thase two
ideas.

Curiously., Turville-Petre’s article ends upon a circuiar
argumeant in which Thurstable. the supposed subject of the paper,
Is used in evidence for the theory that irmin was a god:

‘From the arguments so far given, It seems that by Hercules,
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Tacitus could just as well have designated Irmin as borr (Thunor).
in sither case.he had good reason. Irmin and Pborr resembled
Hercules in that ali three were gods of supporting pillars. While
the Irminsul supporied the world of the Saxons., Porr, with his
q ndveglssulur, upheld the house of the lcelandic farmer, and with
his stapo! he assured the security of the Essex hundred. .. Who.
then. Is Irmin. if the arguments that he Is a god are
accepiad?. . .irmin. since his pillar upholds evarything, must have
been conceived as & god of the same type as Porr. Herakles,
Indra. It is, therefore. of minor Importance whether we identify the
Germanic Hercules of Tacitus with bBorr or with lrmin.’
| disagree. it is sxiremely important at any rate with regard to
undarstanding the significance of Thurstable, especially as nsither
Thor nor a god irmin was necessarily meant by Herculss.

in closing. Turville-Petre attempts to explain why Jg rmunre
was Qdin’s nickname instead of Thor’'s. He says: 'But some of
C8lnn's names do not appear to be nicknames. but rather the
names of forgotten gods. whose functions Ofinn has absorbed.’ If
Odin bhad indesd usurped Irmin's role - and therefore his
association with pillars -~ how does Turville~-Patre justify his
inclusion of the contemporary Thor-~g ndvegissulur evidence?
According to him. thsy should have besen Odin’s high—seat piilars.

it is apparent that much of Turville~Petre’s argumentation
relies on a series of unproved and insecure associations. Precisely
who or what was designated by Herculis columnas and similar
phrases is unclear. So too is the significance of irmin- in the
compound lrminsul - whether it be a iost god’'s name or more
likely an adjeclive denoting ‘great, univarsal’. Even if Irmin were a
god. Turvilia-Petre can show no direct correlation betwean him
and Hercules or Thunor/Thor. Thor’'s  relationship  with
Q hdvegissulur might have been Iintimate; but it is at least as
possible that his appearance in these stories was only because he
was patron of the family who used the pillars. A span of many
years looms beilween Taclius. veneration of the Irminsu/ and
Q ndvaegissulur tales. Turville-Petre's attempted bridge between
them resis on insecure foundations and cannot support the waight
of his assertion that Thurstable was the site of a plilar sacred to
Thunor.

Technically. Thurstable's early forms can also represent
*hures stapol ‘Thur's plliar’. whers Thur Is an Anglo—Scandinavian
parsonal name. '8 Tharesby (Nott), Thaoresthorpe (L), Thruscross
(YWR), Thursby (Cu). Tusmore (Ox) and similar names attest to
the appearance of Thur In pilace—-namses. Reaney rejected this
intgrpretation on the grounds that an Essex hundred—nam
containing an Anglo-Scandinavian name was Iimprobable.
Prasumably, he felt that the small total number of Scandinavian
place~names In Essex. when comparad to those in other Southern
Danslaw territories [tke Northamptonshire or GCambridgeshirs.
indicated supserficial Scandinavian influence or settlement.
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Such an argument overiocks the simllar situation In
Huntingdonshire. it was located in the heart of Danelaw couniry,
betwaen Northamptonshire and Cambridgeshira. It 100 possesses
few place—namses exhibiting Scandinavian influence. Nevertheless,
two of Hs four hundred-names are among them: Toseland and
Normancross. Evidently Scandinavian inflluence was sitrong enough
to affect hail the county’s hundred-names without greatiy altering
the general nomenclature. Perhaps the siltuation was similar in
Essex.

Essex’'s historical background would support such a
theory. Map 1 places the county’'s Scandinavian place—names in
context with known Viking movements there up to ¢.8920. The
majority of the names are clusterad In the north-eastarn poriion of
Essex near the Suffolk border. Seoveral surround the Viking bases
at Coichester and Mersea, while two others arg along the FRoman
rcad connecting Colchester to Carmnbridge. Most are along the
coast or a large river which would have allowed easy access to
Viking ships. Thurstable Is in the clustered north—sastern area.
directly across the river from the English forts at Witham and
Maldon. This indicates that the English consldered Thurstable as
hostile territory. it was apparently under Scandinavian control as
long as any othser Essex reglon before the Viking submission in
920. )

0.8. Anderson’s study of English hundred—-names shows
that their titles and charactar constantly changed throughout the
iate Anglo—Saxon per%ad.ao He cltes the Scandinavian settlemants
as a malor factor. For example. saveral new hundred—-names
consisted pursly of BSeandinavian elements, such as Maneshou
(YNR) " '‘Manna’s haugr’. Toseland (Hu) 'Toil’'s lundr’'. Framland
(Lau) ‘Frani’'s iundr’ or Grimshoe (Nf) 'Grimr's haugr’. Hybrids of
Old English and Scandinavian elements, though raraer. wers also
formad, as In Asiakestou (Db) ‘Aslakr's stow’'. Barkston Ash
(YWR) ’'Bgrkr's (un or Thurgarton (Nott) ‘Thorgsirr’'s tun. For
hundred-names we have (&t WyTe®® crosse (Nth) ‘Wigthryth's
cros’ and perhaps also Godderthorn (Do) ‘Guthrun’s porn’.
Normancross (Hu) . anothar example. consists of OE norBman and
ON kros. NorOnan was & term specifically applied to Norwegians,
and sometimes acted as a personal name for them or their
descandants. Kros weas a loan-word from Oir cros ‘cross’.
Because the Norweglan incursion from lreland Into Engiland began
late, In the tanith csniury, the name Normancross was probably
coined towards the snd of the Anglo-Saxon period. Kros often
designated a meeting~place. OE stapo! seems io have served the
same functlon: so Thursiable could be compared to Normancross
in both form and meaning.

it is worth noting again that (st) WySel® crosss (S
1448, AD 2637) was formerly a hundred in Northamptonshire.21
There, in the heart of the Danelaw, an Old English personal name
was combined with an Oild Norse loan-word to create a late
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hundred-name. Together with the other evidence. this equal but
opposite example to Thurstable implies that the presence of an
Anglo-Scandinavian personal name in an Essex hundred-name is
more probable than Reansy believed. Oid Engiish—-Scandinavian
hybrids occur In several major place~names in England.
Significantly, all of Essex's Scandinavian place~names (except
Kirby-le—Soken) are of this type. Of special interest is the parish
name of Thorrington. which is apparently an —-ingtun derivative of
the Anglo—-Scandinavian nams Thur!.

Stepol was a popular element In place-names. freguentiy
joined to personai names: (to) Mfheres stapole (S B0O. AD 975),
{te) allan stapule (S 577. AD 958). Winagares stapul (S 964, AD
1032)., (to) Wigheardes stapele (S 419, AD 932) and so on. The
same combination occurs in major place-names tco, as Chipstaple
(Som) ‘Cippa’s stapo!’, Dunstable (Bd) ’'Dunna’s stapol’ or
Bitchstapie (Ha) ‘Bica’s stapol’. Anderson lists Staple (W. 8x).
Staploe (Cam). Barstable (Ess) and Whitstable (K} beside
Thurstable as examples where it occurs in hundred-names.
Evidently it acted as some kind of marker in all these instances:
and for Thurstable it need not have had a more special
significance,

We know little of Thurstable’s history as a hundred before
1066. It is conceivable that its name was created after the
Scandinavian invasions. This is further enhanced by testimony from

the Domesday Book. which states that some parishes in Thurstable
were held by Gunner (Gunarr), Gudmund (Guthmundr) and
Torbern (Thorbigrn). The presence of Thur in Thurstable might

have reflected the Scandinavian background of this area.

More significantiy. the loss of n which Turville—Petre
suggests for Thurstable is not shown by other Essex piace-names
which certainly incorporate the name Thunor {(as Thunderley:
Tunresiearmn 1086, Tunrele 1198, Tunderi(e) 1238: Thundersley:
Thunresleam 1086, Tunresie (gh) 1203, Tunderle 1203.;
Thunderlow: Thunreslaw 1086, Thundreslawe, Thunderioue 13th).
In fact no other reiiable Thunor-name in England exhibits such an
eariy loss of n {(cf. Thunderfleld (Sr): (et) Punres ftelda S 1507,
AD 873-88, (cum) punresfeida S 420, AD 933, punres feld S
528, AD 947. (In) bunresfelda S 752, AD 967, Thundresfeid(e),
Thondrasfeld 1316: Thunoreshleew (K): punores hiewe 11th,
Thunorshleaw 12th, Thunorslope 1414: Thunorslege (Sx): (on)
bunorslege S108, undated: Thunresfeld (W): (to) Bunres feida S
308, AD 854: Thunresiea (Ha): bunres lea S 276, AD 826,
bunres lea S 446. AD 939: Thunresiea (Ha): punres lea S 636,
AD 956, punres lea S 1008. AD 1045) .24 An explanation that
Thurstable was some kind of dlalectal exception seems weak.

Raviewing the evidence. past speliings for Thurstable can
vield either the meaning ‘Thunor’s piltar’ or ‘Thur’'s pillar'. The
first interpretation requires the assumption of consonant loss not
seen in other. reliable Thunor place—~names. Turville-Petre's thesis
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on Thursiabie’s possible mythological significance was based on a
sagries of uncertain premises which offer little support. when
closely examined, to a meaning "Thunor's piliar’. Historical and
addltional place—name evidence indicates thait Reaney’'s dismissal of
Thur In Thurstable’s etymology was premature. It is quite possible
that Thurstable was named In the tenth or eleventh century after a
Scandinavian called Thur. Perhaps he was the product of Engiish
and Scandinavian parents who loyally served English lords.
Paerhaps he was a powerful iand-owner who possessad kay property
in a newly formed hundred. Ths possibilities are endiess. in any
case, Thurstable does not ceriainly denote a former placse of
Anglo-Saxon pagan worship. A pursly secular interpretation of the
name Is equally possible. perhaps probabie,

L J Bronnenkant
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