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The La Tene Celtic Belgae Tribes in England:

Y-Chromosome Haplogroup R-U152 – Hypothesis C

David K. Faux

If the Angles or other Scandinavians are only one source of the R-U152 in Britain, then
how can one explain the distribution seen in the author’s database and Google Map for
this haplogroup? There is only one other hypothesis which appears to have merit,
although to a perhaps limited extent. It is consistent not only with historical and
archaeological sources, but also with the genetic data as reflected in the R-U152 database
and the map of its distribution.

According to the Myers et al. (2007) study, the genetic picture in France, relative to
Denmark, is entirely different. With 52% being R-M269, only 12% were R-U106 and
88% “unresolved”. It is almost certain that R-U152 will factor in heavily in the latter
group. Preliminary results from commercial testing support this contention. Hence,
considering the relatively short distance between England, and France and Belgium
across the Channel on the Continent, it is likely that there has been an exchange of
population, to some degree, in both directions. The evidence for migrations to England
by the peoples living in the territory of the nearby Belgae tribes will now be explored.

The following is a compilation of specific sources relating to the Belgae dating from
circa 500 BC to 1685 AD who have potentially contributed to the Y-chromosome
haplogroup R-U152 in Britain and Ireland. Considerably more detail can be found about
the La Tene Celts and their predecessors in an earlier work by the author. What both
hyotheses have in common is that the ancestors of the R-U152 British are “La Tene”.
Hypothesis A explored the possibility of explaining the distribution of R-U152 in Britain
by referring to the Danelaw and Norse and Danish Vikings.

1) Hallstatt influence 700 to 450 BC

Since there is limited evidence of some Hallstatt (early Celtic) material culture arriving in
Britain it stands to reason that there could have been some, albeit limited, immigration to
accompany the artifacts. In general the continuity of British culture from the Bronze Age
forward stands out more prominently. The influence extends from the Continent over to
the Hampshire area along the Channel and from there diagonally toward the Wash in
Lincolnshire to create a semi-circle around East Anglia. It is interesting to note that this
area was precisely that of the areas settled by the Belgae in late La Tene times as noted
by Caesar (see later). Most atlases of the Celtic world show this Hallstatt influence
extending into southeast England (e.g., Konstam, 2003).
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Map of the Celtic “empire” and the migrations that began circa 500 BC from the “heartland”

2) The people of the Arras Culture who first appeared in Yorkshire near the
Humber River about the 5th Century BC

The material culture bears some similarity to that of La Tene sites on the Continent. It is
curious though that the name Arras from a town in Yorkshire is the same as Arras in
Picardy (Northeastern France) where the Artebates tribe of Belgae named the place
Nemetacus (referring to a sacred grove). In England the culture is first observed circa 450
BC, the time of the great migrations from the Marne (Belgae) region, which is one of the
three primary clusters of La Tene culture. One example, from Newbridge near
Edinburgh, Scotland (radiocarbon dated to 570 – 320 BC) is geographically outside this
group and may pertain to an earlier time. A second outlier is from Ferrybridge in West
Yorkshire where the individual was buried on top of the vehicle, with wheels still
attached and hence upright, more in keeping with Continental traditions. There were no
Greco-Roman authors in the area to report movements in this period, hence no historical
record of migration, however it is possible that some people did move from the Continent
at this time.
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Ornate Kirkburn sword, Arras Culture

The majority of vehicle burials are associated with the Arras Culture from East
Yorkshire. The chariot and / or cart burials in Yorkshire (male and one female), although
unique in Britain, differ in a number of ways from the Continental practices (e.g., 5th

Century chariot burials at Somme-Brionne as well as Chalons-sur-Marne in France). For
example, the person is buried under the vehicle, which has been turned upside down, the
wheels removed and placed flat in the grave. However many of the artifacts have exact
equivalents elsewhere in the Celtic world. For example: Dr. Stead stated that these
linchpins "are unlike any others from Yorkshire, but can be matched by a pair from a
cart-burial group at Jonchery-sur-Suippe, Marne", in France. As is the manner of
such things, this would change. Also in the grave were two iron horse-bits, described
as "loop link snaffles", these too were of a rare type, the only others similar being
discovered at the Llyn Cerrig Bach burial site on Mona (Anglesey), Wales (Hayton,
2006). Hence it is unclear how much of what is observed is due to immigration and how
much to the elite copying trendy Continental practices.
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However, this cluster is considered part of the Middle and Late La Tene periods with
two-wheeled vehicle elite burials only found elsewhere in the Seine (e.g., Parisii and
Senones), Marne (e.g., Remi and Catulvellauni) and Moselle (Treveri) regions. In the
words of Cunliffe (1997), Northern France, the Low Countries, and Britain received a
flow of goods throughout the Early La Tene period. The rite of elite burial distinguished
by two-wheeled vehicles, which developed in the Marne and Moselle regions in the late
fifth century, was adopted in four peripheral areas: in the lower Seine Valley, the
Ardennes, the Haine, and Yorkshire (p.153). The people of this area of Yorkshire were
known as the Parisi when the Romans arrived, the same name as a large tribe settled
where Paris is sited today. This may be a coincidence, but could point to the origins of
this group (Cunliffe, 1997; James, 2003; Koch, 2007).
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The area of the Parisii tribe, hence the Arras Culture, is shown on the map below - with
most of the burials of the Arras group being in the southeast corner.

It is evident that during the entire second half of the first millennium BC there was a
cultural zone along the east coast of England extending from the region of the Arras
Culture in an arc to encompass the entire area down to Kent County and across the
Channel to include the settlements between the Seine and Rhine Rivers. Metalwork of
the vegetal style was imported from the Continent and adapted to local tastes in England.
For example the sword scabbards of Wisbech, Cambridgeshire, Standlake, Oxfordshire,
the River Witham near Lincoln, and the elite burial at Wetwang Slack in the Yorkshire
wolds fit this pattern (Cunliffe, 1997, p.161). The extent of immigration from the
Continent at this time is unknown, although the cultural continuity in both sides of the
Channel speaks for some degree of population movement during all phases of the La
Tene period.

Another group linked to La Tene times is the Iceni tribe of East Anglia. The work of
Hawkes (1931) and Childe (1940) are cited by Jones (1997). He noted that Childe,
interpreted the burials and stray objects regarded as characteristic of the La Tene
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tradition in East Anglia as the culture of ‘Marnian Chieftains’ who established control of
the ‘Halstatt peasantry’ and later founded the Iceni tribe (Childe, p.222; Jones, p.30).

3) The Belgae of southern England who immigrated there from northern
France and Belgium in the 1st Century BC

In the words of Caesar:

The interior parts of Britain are inhabited by tribes which by their own traditions
are indigenous to the island, while on the coastal sections are tribes which
crossed over from the land of the Belgae seeking booty. Nearly all these maritime
tribes are called by the names of the lands from which they immigrated when they
came to Britain. After their arrival, they remained there and began to till the
fields (De Bello Gallico 5.12).

It appears that the R-U152 in Britain can largely be traced to various movements of
people from what are today France and Belgium and whose origins are rooted in the Iron
Age La Tene Celtic peoples found west of the Rhine. Some would have remained around
the heartland of the Seine and Marne and Mosel River areas, but circa 500 to 400 BC
these areas saw a dramatic decrease in population when large numbers migrated to the
east to locations in Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, the Balkans, and east
to Ukraine. After the sack of Delphi in 279 BC many from these eastern communities
appear to have migrated back to their old homelands and took over (often forcefully)
lands that were likely occupied by their distant kin. There are similar shrines at Gournay
(on the border of the territories of the Belgic Bellovici, Ambriani and Viromandui); as
well as that at Ribemont-sur-Ancre closer to the Atrebates; and Hayling Island in
Hampshire, England (plus Mount Bibele in Italy) which all appeared to serve the same
ghoulish function. The Gournay site is 130 feet square, walled and ditched. Apparent
sacrifices of animals, and about 1000 humans as well as the ritual killing (e.g., bending)
of weapons, occurred there from the 3rd to the 1st Century BC. The former date is the
likely time when the Belgae were returning from the east to settle in or near the lands of
their ancestors, but their activities here suggest a virtual take over of the entire area and
extreme aggression. Caesar noted this in his journals, and recorded that sometime earlier
(before the 1st Century) they had emigrated from east of the Rhine.

In fact according to many authors, the archaeological record argues for an earlier date for
the first settlers. Allen (2007) notes, artifacts of continental and even Danubian origin
dating from the 3rd century BC strongly suggest that the Belgae crossed to Britain about
the same time as they settled in northern Gaul. They appear to have, arrived as fairly
small warrior groups that quickly integrated into the elite of the local communities
(p.175).


