SAINT OSWIN OF DEIRA

     The holy Martyr-King Oswin was the son of the apostate Osric, king of Deira in what is now Yorkshire. On the death of his father at the hands of the Welsh King Cadwallon in 634, Oswin fled to the kingdom of Wessex for safety. After the death in battle of his cousin St. Oswald, in 644, Oswin returned to Deira while his cousin Oswy became king of Bernicia to the north. However, the two kings were not destined to live in peace.

     Oswin was a man of great holiness and piety. He was tall and handsome, pleasant in speech and courteous in manner. He was generous to high and low alike, and soon won the affection of everyone by his regal qualities of mind and body, so that nobles came from every part of England to serve him.

     Perhaps his greatest virtue was humility. Once he had given St. Aidan a horse to help him in travelling round his diocese. Not long afterwards, the bishop met a beggar who asked for alms. Without hesitation the bishop dismounted and ordered the horse with all its royal trappings to be given to the beggar. When the king heard about this, he asked the bishop as they were about to dine: "My lord bishop, why did you give away the royal horse which was necessary for your own use? Have we not many less valuable horses which would have been good enough for beggars, without giving away a horse that I had specially selected for your personal use?" The bishop answered, "What are you saying, your Majesty? Is this foal of a mare more valuable to you than this child of God?" At this they went in to dinner, and the bishop sat down in his place; but the king, who had come in from hunting, stood warming himself by the fire with his attendants. As he stood by the fire, the king turned over in his mind what the bishop had said. Then suddenly unbuckling his sword and handing it to a servant, he impulsively knelt at the bishop's feet and begged him forgiveness, saying: "I will not refer to this matter again, nor will I inquire how much of our bounty you give away to God's children." The bishop was deeply moved, and raising him immediately, assured him of his high regard, begging him to sit down to his food without regrets. At the bishop's request, the king sat down and began to be merry, but Aidan on the contrary grew so sad that he began to shed tears. His chaplain asked him in his own Scots language, which the king and his servants did not understand, why he wept. Aidan replied: "I know that the king will not live very long, for I have never seen so humble a king as he. I feel that he will soon be taken from us, because this nation is not worthy of such a king." This prophecy was soon fulfilled.

    St. Oswin ruled the kingdom of Deira most prosperously for seven years and was deeply loved by all. But King Oswy to the north could not live at peace with him, and when their differences grew acute the two kings raised armies against each other. However, when Oswin realized that his opponent's forces were far stronger than his own, he decided not to risk an engagement but to wait for a more favourable opportunity. So he disbanded the army that he had raised at Wilfar's Hill, ten miles north-west of Catterick, and sent all his men to their homes. Then he himself, accompanied by a single trusted soldier named Tondhere, went back and hid in the house of a nobleman named Hunwald, whom he regarded as his greatest friend. 

     But Hunwald betrayed him to Oswy, who, to the disgust of all, ordered his commander Ethelwin to put them both to death. This crime took place on August 20, 651, at Gilling. And here, at a later date, Oswy built a monastery in expiation of his crime, ordering that prayers be said for both kings, slayer and slain.

     However, the relics of St. Oswin were not buried at Gilling...

     According to a twelfth-century monk of Tynemouth, the relics of the holy martyr were translated shortly after his death to a chapel built under a rock in the monastery founded by St. Oswald at Tynemouth. But the ravages of time and of the Danes had caused the exact place of the burial to be forgotten. However, there lived at Tynemouth in the eleventh century a man named Edmund who lived and dressed like a monk although he had not taken monastic vows. One night after a vigil he fell asleep in the church of the Mother of God, and as he slept there appeared to him a tall, strongly built man shining in a heavenly light. Awe-struck by his appearance, Edmund did not dare to ask who he was. At length the man said: "Brother Edmund! Brother Edmund!" Then Edmund asked reverently: "Who are you, my lord?" "I am King Oswin, killed by Oswy through the detestable treachery of Count Hunwald, and I lie in this church unknown to all. Rise, therefore, and go to Bishop Ethelwin, and tell him to look for my body underneath the pavement of this chapel, and let him raise it up and re-inter it more becomingly in this same chapel." As a result of this vision the body was sought and found. Judith, the wife of Earl Tostig of Northumbria, washed the martyr's hair, still stained with blood, but except for the hair and bones, the body had returned to dust. On August 20, 1065, the holy relics were solemnly translated into the new church of the Mother of God at Tynemouth.

     Many miracles were wrought during and after the finding of the relics of the royal martyr, of which the following is one:-

     There was a man from Norwich who had such reverence for the Holy Land that he had three times made the long and perilous journey to Jerusalem and back. On returning from his third pilgrimage, he decide to make another one to St. Andrews in Scotland. However, he was suddenly seized by a stomach illness; and, having arrived in Newcastle-on-Tyne, he was taken into the house of a pious woman, the wife of one Daniel, who loved to entertain and care for strangers. But here he was again seized with a fit of convulsions, and filled the whole house with his pitiful cries. The hostess did what she could to comfort him, and eventually he fell asleep. In his sleep a man of reverend countenacne appeared to him and asked him if he wished to recover from his illness. "Yes, sir," he said, "I desire it ardently." "Rise, then, in the morning," said the man in the vision, "and hasten to St. Oswin, king and martyr, so that next Tuesday you may be present at the Uncovering of his relics and by his prayers receive the health you desire." The sick man then asked: "But who are you, sir, who promises such good things?" "What have you to do with me? Go in faith and be healed." "Yet, sir," persisted the sick man, "I beseech you: do not be angry with me, but tell me who you are, that by the authority of your name I may be assured of the solidity of your promise." Then the man answered: "I am Aidan, formerly St. Oswin's bishop, and so that you may believe, I will now by my touch cure the pain in your head, leaving you to be healed of your inner convulsions by St. Oswin." So saying, he pressed on the nose of the sleeping man, and immediately a copious flow of blood took place, which relieved his head. There was a maid watching at the bedside of the sick man, and when she saw her patient covered with blood she called her mistress, who at the request of the sick man sent for the priest of the parish. To him he related the vision, saying that he had heard a little about Oswin, but he did not so much as know the name of Aidan. As he was unable to walk, one of the neighbours kindly offered to take him to Tynemouth in his boat. On arriving, they laid the sufferer at the martyr's tomb, where he was healed of his disease.

Holy Martyr-King Oswin, pray to God for us!

(Sources: The Venerable Bede, Ecclesiastical History; J.H. Newman, Lives of the English Saints, London: Freemantle, 1901, vol. 4, pp. 257-65; David Farmer, The Oxford Dictionary of Saints)
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