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Tealby, the Taifali, and the end of
Roman Lincolnshire
Thomas Green
The origin of the Lincolnshire place-name Tealby –
early forms of which include Tavelesbi, Tauelesbi and
Teflesbi1 – is not a topic that has, thus far, excited very
much interest from historians of the late and post-Roman
periods in Britain. In some ways this is understandable,
given that the second element of Tealby is clearly Old
Danish -bȳ, ‘farm, village’, which suggests that the name
as a whole has its roots in the aftermath of the ninthcentury Scandinavian settlements in eastern Britain.
However, this impression may well be mistaken. Whilst
the second element is easy to explain and relatively late
in date, the etymology and origin of the first part of the
name is rather more interesting, potentially carrying with
it a number of implications for our understanding of the
fifth and sixth centuries in this region.
Until relatively recently, the dominant theory as to the
origin of the name Tealby (Tavelesbi, Teflesbi) was that
of Eilert Ekwall. He argued that the initial element could
be explained as a derivative of Old English tæfl/tefl, ‘a
chess-board, a gaming-board’, compounded with Old
Danish -bȳ, with the former element being used here
in the sense of ‘a plateau’ or ‘a square piece of land’
in a manner that can be paralleled on the Continent.2 A
variant of this theory was subsequently offered by other
researchers, whereby the first element would be Old
Danish tafl, ‘a gaming-board’, instead of Old English
tæfl/tefl, with this purely Scandinavian place-name then
being subsequently influenced by the Old English word
in order to produce those versions of the name Tealby
which began Te-.3 Unfortunately, there are serious
issues with such explanations. First, Old English tæfl is
a feminine noun that has a genitive singular ending in
-e, which meant that Ekwall had to invent an unrecorded
Old English derivative of tæfl – *tæfli, *tefli – in order
to explain what, on his etymology, would be a genitival
-es in the early forms of the name Tealby, rather than the
expected genitival -e. Second, whilst Old Danish tafl does
seem to appear in Danish place-names with the sense ‘a
square piece of land’, none of the resulting place-names
are in fact genitival compounds of the sort envisaged as
explaining the name Tealby. As John Insley has noted,
this is problematical. If Tealby contained Old English
tæfl used to form a place-name in the same manner as can

be observed on the Continent with Old Danish tafl, then
we would expect this place-name to be morphologically
similar to Danish names of same type (for example,
Tavlgaarde and Tavlov), and this is even more true if
the first element was in fact Old Danish tafl.4 In sum, the
recorded early spellings of Tealby such as Tavelesbi and
Teflesbi, with their regular medial -es-, are difficult to
explain as deriving either from Old English tæfl or Old
Danish tafl, and as a result recent commentators have
tended to reject such an origin for the place-name Tealby.5
If the place-name Tavelesbi/Teflesbi cannot be explained
in the above manner, how then ought it to be accounted
for? At present, the only viable etymology for the name
appears to be that advanced by John Insley and Kenneth
Cameron. They argue that the early spellings of Tealby
suggest that what we actually have here is an Old English
tribal or population-group name, the *Tāflas/*Tǣflas,
this being the Old English form of the well-attested
Continental tribal-name Taifali. This group-name was
then, at some point, utilised as an Old English place-name,
with the sense ‘(the settlement of) the *Tāflas/*Tǣflas’,
in just the same way as the place-name Wales in South
Yorkshire derives from the Old English group-name
Walas being used as a settlement-name. Finally, the Old
Danish for village (-bȳ) was added to the resultant placename at some point after the Scandinavian settlements
in the ninth century, again in a manner that can be
paralleled in other English place-names, thus producing
the recorded early forms of the name Tealby.6 Needless
to say, this interpretation of the place-name Tealby not
only satisfactorily explains the various early spellings
we have of this name, but it is also of potential interest
to historians concerned with this part of Britain and the
people who lived within it.
At the most basic level, it needs to be emphasised
that Tealby lies well within the likely bounds of
the pre-Viking Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Lindissi
(Lindsey), which was inhabited by a people known as
the Lindisfaran.7 As such, the above etymology offers
evidence for a previously unsuspected sub-group existing
within this larger population-group. The Wolds-based
*Tāflas/*Tǣflas therefore help to further elucidate the
nature and structure of this Anglo-Saxon kingdom and
people, and can be placed alongside other potential subgroups within the Lindisfaran, such as the Wintringas
(based on the south bank of the Humber) and the Billingas
of the Sleaford region (assuming that the kingdom of
Lindissi did indeed encompass this part of southern
Lincolnshire).8 Even more interesting, however, is the
fact that *Tāflas/*Tǣflas represents the Old English form
of the Continental tribal-name Taifali. The Taifali are first
mentioned in the third century ad, when they appear in
the Carpathian region and are associated with the Goths
there, though whether they were actually a Germanic
group themselves or instead Asiatic nomads is disputed.
From the fourth century onwards they are found within
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the Roman Empire, with groups of Taifali being settled
in northern Italy, Aquitaine and Poitou, where they were
still recognizable as a distinct group in the mid-sixth
century. According to the Notitia Dignitatum, some of
these Taifali were subsequently used by the Romans as
cavalry troops.9 The question thus has to be asked, how
did a group of Taifali come to be present within the postRoman kingdom of the Lindisfaran?
With regard to this, it is certainly not impossible that the
Taifali/*Tāflas had simply arrived in this region during
the fifth and sixth century ‘migration period’, alongside
the other immigrant groups who made up the Lindisfaran
(literally ‘the people who migrated, faran, to the territory
of *Lindēs’, that is the Lincoln region – see further
below).10 Whilst the immigrants to eastern and southern
Britain in this era are usually termed ‘Anglo-Saxons’,
and are described by Bede (in his eighth-century Historia
Ecclesiastica, I.15) as coming ‘from three very powerful
Germanic tribes, the Saxons, Angles and Jutes’,11 it seems
clear that other groups were involved too. Not only has
a good archaeological case been offered for a significant

yet unrecorded influx of migrants from Scandinavia to
eastern Britain in this period, and for smaller contingents
of Franks and Thuringians in southern Britain, but Bede
himself also later offers a revision of his earlier account
when he appears to state that the Angles and Saxons in
Britain derived their origin from the Frisians, the Rugini
(the Rugi of southern Denmark), the Danes, the Huns, the
Old Saxons, and the Boructuarii (the Bricteri, a Frankish
or Saxon group).12 Similarly, there are a number of placenames besides Tealby that appear to offer good evidence
for yet other tribal groups having migrated to Britain from
the Continent around this time – for example, the Norfolk
and Cambridgeshire place-name Swaffham contains the
group-name Swǣfas, which derives from the Continental
tribal-name Suebi/Suevi.13
There would therefore seem to be a reasonable context
for the Taifali/*Tāflas of Tealby having arrived during the
post-Roman ‘migration period’. Moreover, if they were
indeed Asiatic nomads then it is possible that they could
constitute some of the ‘Huns’ mentioned by Bede, given
that it has been suggested that Bede was here using the

Fig.1. Northern Lincolnshire in the late Roman period (Tom Green).
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tribal-name ‘Huns’ to refer generally to groups ultimately
of Asiatic origin that he believed the Anglo-Saxons to
be partly derived from.14 On the other hand, it is worth
remembering that the Taifali in the ‘migration period’
appear to have been otherwise largely confined to those
parts of Italy and Gaul – Poitou being the most northerly
– where they had been earlier settled by the Romans and
where the Visigoths were active.15 As such, it might be
wondered whether they were really that likely to have
been involved in the fifth- to sixth-century ‘barbarian’
migrations to eastern Britain, which seem in the main to
have involved groups who were based in north-western
Europe and who lived beyond the boundaries of the
Roman Empire. Furthermore, there may be a simpler
and perhaps more satisfactory solution to the apparent
presence of Taifali in post-Roman Lincolnshire, other
than having an offshoot of this tribe travelling far to the
north of their homelands in Gaul and Italy and somehow
becoming involved in the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ settlement of
Lincolnshire.
The key source for this alternative explanation of
the Taifali/*Tāflas of Tealby is the late Roman Notitia
Dignitatum, the western half of which was probably
first compiled after 399 and then periodically updated
until about 425.16 This document specifies that a cavalry
unit named the Equites Taifali was under the command
of the Comes Britanniarum (‘Count of the Britains’) in
the very late fourth to early fifth centuries.17 This unit
was part of the late Roman mobile field army in Britain,
which was normally billeted in civilian towns rather
than assigned to specific military forts, and is thought
to have been established between 395 and 398 from the
Taifali of northern Italy and Gaul.18 Needless to say, this
is of considerable interest in the present circumstances,
constituting as it does solid evidence for the presence of
Taifali in Britain. So, could the post-Roman Taifali/*Tāflas
of Lincolnshire have been the descendants of members
(or former members) of the early fifth-century Equites
Taifali who remained in Britain into the mid fifth century
and beyond, rather than returning to the Continent in the
early fifth century as the vast majority of Roman troops
in Britain are usually assumed to have done?19
Some potential support for such a scenario can be had
from recent research into late Roman Lincolnshire. In
particular, Adam Daubney has argued that finds of fourthcentury gold coins in Lincolnshire are indicative of the
final phase of official Roman military activity in this
region. The distribution of these coins appears to imply
that this final phase was mainly focussed on creating a
defensive ‘ring’ around the fourth-century provincial
capital and episcopal see of Lincoln (which remained
relatively prosperous into the very late fourth century),
with troops being stationed not in the walled forts of the
region, but instead at rural strategic sites close to major
routeways leading towards Lincoln and at sites close to

the coastline.20 In this context, it is interesting to note that
the neighbouring parish to Tealby – Ludford – has not
only reportedly seen a find of one of these apparently
diagnostic, later fourth-century gold coins, but it is also
the site of a Romano-British ‘small town’ and lies on
Margary 272, a Roman road which ran from the east
coast to Lincoln. Similarly, the prehistoric and Roman
High Street (Margary 270), which linked the two walled
forts of Caistor and Horncastle, runs along the boundary
between Tealby and Ludford parishes before crossing
Margary 272 just to the south-west of modern Ludford.21
There would, therefore, seem to be a plausible local and
strategic context for an element of the late Roman mobile
field army, such as the Equites Taifali, having been
stationed in the area around Tealby, as part of a scheme
for the defence of the provincial capital at Lincoln (as
was noted above, late Roman field armies were usually
billeted in civilian areas rather than assigned to forts).
Indeed, it is worth observing here that the Ludford
Romano-British ‘small town’ has actually seen three
finds of late Roman spurs, items which have often been
viewed as indicative of the presence of a cavalry unit
when found elsewhere in Britain.22
The overall post-Roman context of this region is also
of potential significance. There is now a reasonably
substantial body of evidence to suggest that the
former Roman provincial capital at Lincoln retained
its centrality into the post-Roman period, becoming
the focus of a British polity known as *Lindēs. This
polity was eventually taken over by the Anglo-Saxon
immigrants to this region (the Lindisfaran – ‘the people
who migrated, faran, to the territory of *Lindēs’) to
become the seventh-century kingdom of Lindissi (a name
which derives from late British *Lindēs plus an uncertain
Old English suffix), but as a British political territory it
is likely to have survived right through the fifth century
and at least some way into the sixth.23 So, for example,
not only is there a remarkable quantity of British highstatus metalwork of the fifth and sixth centuries now
known from Lincolnshire, especially given the general
archaeological ‘invisibility’ of the Britons of the postRoman period, but the old Roman forum at Lincoln also
seems to have been used as the site for a British Christian
church until at least the sixth century.24 Most importantly,
this fifth- to sixth-century British polity appears to have
been able to control the Anglo-Saxon immigrants who
arrived in its territory. Whereas Roman towns elsewhere
in eastern and northern Britain, such as Leicester, York
and Caistor-by-Norwich, often have Anglo-Saxon
cremation cemeteries – and hence, by implication,
significant immigrant communities – located very closeby them, this is not the case here. All of the major early
Anglo-Saxon cremation cemeteries in Lincolnshire are
sited at least twenty-five kilometres away from Lincoln,
to both the north and the south. This apparent control
only really begins to break down at some point after
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the early sixth century, when Anglo-Saxon inhumation
cemeteries start to encroach upon Lincoln, although these
are on a far smaller scale than the cremation cemeteries
– ten or so burials at most, compared with thousands in
some of the cremation cemeteries – and there is little to
no archaeological evidence for Anglo-Saxon activity in
Lincoln itself before the seventh century.25

Notes

The above picture of a late Roman provincial capital
able to defend and maintain a significant territory all
around it into the sixth century, controlling the AngloSaxon immigrants to the region for several generations,
would seem to offer further support to the theory that the
post-Roman Taifali/*Tāflas of Tealby were descended
from members of the late Roman Equites Taifali. On the
one hand, it suggests an explanation for why members, or
former members, of the Equites Taifali might have stayed
in this region rather than returning to the Continent, via
the clear need (apparently successfully met) of those in
charge of the provincial capital at Lincoln to employ
defenders for their territory as official Roman military
activities in Britain drew to a close.26 On the other hand,
the continued presence of former soldiers from the
Roman mobile field army – the highest grade Roman
troops – within the British territory of *Lindēs might
help to explain why the Britons here were so much more
successful at resisting the immigrants and controlling
them during the fifth century than many other Britons in
eastern Britain seem to have been.

3.

This, then, would appear to be the most credible
explanation of the place-name Tealby (Tavelesbi,
Teflesbi) currently available to us: first, that it derives
ultimately from the group-name *Tāflas/*Tǣflas, the
Old English form of the Continental tribal-name Taifali;
and, second, that these Lincolnshire Taifali/*Tāflas were
the descendents of people who were once members of
the late Roman Equites Taifali and who had played a
role in the defence of the provincial capital of Lincoln,
both at the end of the Roman period and during the postRoman era. Although other etymologies for the placename Tealby have been offered, a derivation from Old
English *Tāflas/*Tǣflas seems, at present, to be the only
viable explanation of the early forms that this name takes.
Similarly, whilst it is conceivable that the Taifali/*Tāflas of
Tealby arrived in Britain as part of the post-Roman ‘AngloSaxon’ migrations to this region, this explanation appears
somewhat implausible and even unnecessary in light of the
general character of post-Roman immigration to eastern
Britain and its known participants; the documentary
evidence for Taifali being present in early fifth-century
Britain as part of the late Roman mobile field army; and the
historical and archaeological context of both the Lincoln
region and the area around Tealby in the later fourth to mid
sixth centuries. Of course, it has to be admitted that there
is no absolute proof of the above scenario; nonetheless,
the context seems sound, and such a situation as outlined
above fully explains the evidence that we have.
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