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forth from his camp to battle, and had a much smaller 
army than the numerous hosts opposed to him, yet he 
obtained from the Lord, according to His promise, an 
easy and decisive victory for King Catlon was slain, 
and the conqueror, on his return after the battle, was 
ever after established by God as the Bretwalda of all 
Britain. I, Adamnan, had this narrative from the lips of 
my predecessor, the Abbot Failbe, who solemnly de-
clared that he had himself heard King Oswald relating 
this same vision to Segine the abbot. (Adomnán, Life 
of Columba, Book I.5)

Desiring all his people to accept Christ, Oswald sent 
to Iona, where he had been baptised, asking them to 
send him a bishop to preach the Gospel. The bishop 
that came was Saint Aidan, whose mission was to be 
most fruitful. Oswald gave Aidan the island of Lindis-
farne for his see. Until Aidan became fluent in English, 
Oswald served as his interpreter when he preached. 
When more monks arrived, Oswald gave lands to es-
tablish monasteries and build churches and the people 
flocked gladly to hear the word of God. (Bede, op. cit., 
Book III, Ch. 2) 

Bede tells us that King Oswald was devout and lived 
in accordance with his faith: Though raised to that 
height of regal power, wonderful to relate, he was  
always humble, kind, and generous to the poor and to 
strangers. (Bede, op.cit., Book III, Ch. 6) 

Oswestry...Oswald’s Tree
King Oswald died on 5th August 642 in a battle with 
Penda, the pagan king of Mercia. The battle took place 
at Maserfield, thought to be Oswestry in Shropshire, 
a name derived from ‘Oswald’s tree.’ A legend says 
that some remains of the king fell near a tree where 
many miracles occurred. Nor need we wonder that the 
prayers of that king who is now reigning with our Lord, 
should be very efficacious with Him, since he, whilst 
yet governing his temporal kingdom, was always wont 
to pray and labour more for that which is eternal. Nay, 
it is said, that he often continued in prayer from the 
hour of morning thanksgiving till it was day; and that 
by reason of his constant custom of praying or giving 
thanks to God, he was wont always, wherever he sat, 
to hold his hands on his knees with the palms turned 
upwards. It is also commonly affirmed and has passed 
into a proverb, that he ended his life in prayer; for when 
he was beset with the weapons of his enemies, and 
perceived that death was at hand, he prayed for the 
souls of his army. Whence it is proverbially said, “‘Lord 
have mercy on their souls,’ said Oswald, as he fell to 
the ground.” (Bede, op. cit., Book III,Ch.12) 

Harvington Hall is the moated Elizabethan home of 
recusant Catholics. If you are interested in joining 
us for a visit there on Saturday August 3rd please  
contact Canon Smith.  (Contact details on the front 
page of this newsletter.) Mass will be offered in the old  
Georgian chapel. Afterwards there will be a tour of 
the house. Please bring a picnic lunch. We will meet 
at Harvington at 11am. Those interested in travelling 
together from Shrewsbury, meet at St Winefride’s at 
9.15am.

Visit to Harvington Hall

Saint Oswald - Feast 5th August

Saint Bede the Venerable (672-735), Doctor of the 
Church and “Father of English History,” described King 
Oswald as a man beloved of God.* Oswald’s father, 
Ethelfrith, king of Bernicia in southern Northumbria, 
conquered and subdued many surrounding territories. 
A pagan, he had slaughtered 1200 monks and priests 
at Bangor because they prayed for the soldiers of his 
adversary. Oswald was born in 604, and was only a 
boy when, in 616, his father was killed in battle and 
his kingdom taken over. Oswald and his brothers were 
forced into exile. This tragedy was to be a blessing for 
Oswald and for the English people, because the place 
of exile was Dál Riata, in Western Scotland, inhabit-
ed by Christian Irish. There Oswald was converted to 
Christianity by the monks of Iona. 

In 633 Oswald won a great victory at the Battle of 
Heavenfield, and thereby recovered his kingdom.  
Before confronting the heathen adversaries, he planted 
a cross in the ground and asked his men to join him 
in prayer. Bede tells us: there was no emblem of the 
Christian Faith, no church, and no altar in the whole of 
Bernicia until the new Christian leader Oswald ...set up 
this standard of the holy cross before giving battle... At 
this spot where the king prayed, innumerable miracles 
of healing are known to have been performed, which 
serve as proof of the king’s faith. (Bede, Ecclesiastical 
History of the English People, Book III, Ch. 2) 

According to Adomnán, who was the 9th abbot of 
Iona, before this battle Oswald slept and had a vision 
of Saint Columba, who told him that the Lord would 
grant him victory, saying: “March out this following 
night from your camp to battle, for on this occasion the 
Lord has granted to me that your foes shall be put to 
flight, that your enemy Catlon shall be delivered into 
your hands, and that after the battle you shall return 
in triumph, and have a happy reign.” The king, awak-
ing at these words, assembled his council and related 
the vision, at which they were all encouraged; and so 
the whole people promised that, after their return from 
the war, they would believe and be baptized, for up 
to that time all that Saxon land had been wrapt in the 
darkness of paganism and ignorance, with the excep-
tion of King Oswald and the twelve men who had been 
baptized with him during his exile among the Scots. 
What more need I say? On the very next night, King 
Oswald, as he had been directed in the vision, went 

In 1188 Archbishop Baldwin of Canterbury was sent 
to Wales to further the cause of the Third Crusade. He 
was accompanied by Gerald of Wales, who wrote an 
account of a journey. In it he describes their visit to 
Oswestry: We slept at Oswaldestree, or the tree of  
St. Oswald… This is said to have referred to the stake 
on which Penda of Mercia stuck the head of Oswald 
after the battle.

Bede comments: How great his faith was towards 
God, and how remarkable his devotion, has been made 
evident by miracles even after his death; for, in the 
place where he was killed 
by the pagans, fighting 
for his country, sick men 
and cattle are frequently 
healed to this day. Whence 
it came to pass that many 
took up the very dust of the 
place where his body fell, 
and putting it into water, 
brought much relief with it 
to their friends who were 
sick. This custom came 
so much into use, that the 
earth being carried away 
by degrees, a hole was 
made as deep as the height 
of a man. Nor is it surpris-
ing that the sick should be 
healed in the place where 
he died; for, whilst he lived, 
he never ceased to provide for the poor and the sick, 
and to bestow alms on them, and assist them.

*Saint Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English  
People, completed in 731. Bede, a Benedictine,  
describes himself as “the servant of Christ and priest 
of the monastery of Wearmouth and Jarrow.”

Epitome of Chronicles,  
Matthew Paris, early 13th  
century, British Library

St Oswald, crowned as a king. King Oswald of 
Northumbria, d. 642, c.1220, New York Public 
library manuscript Spencer 1, folio 89 reverse


