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ABSTRACT People of the North Sea 

 

Title: Migration and the importance of networks during the 3rd-5th 

centuries: the evidence from the terp region of the northern-

Netherlands 

Annet Nieuwhof 

The terp region of the northern-Netherlands is the scene of great changes between the 3rd and 5th 

century AD. During the 3rd century, the inhabitants started to leave the area, probably as a result of 

combined natural and social processes. During the 4th century, the area was nearly abandoned, with 

the exception of some terp settlements in the eastern part of the region. The patterns of 

abandonment and continuity appear to be related to socio-cultural networks. Pottery research has 

revealed that there were close connections between the northern Netherlands and northwestern 

Germany already during the late pre-Roman Iron Age. These connections became even closer during 

the Roman Period, in particular between the eastern part of the terp region, the adjacent pleistocene 

region and neighbouring Germany. When emigration started in the 3rd century, the western part of 

the terp region, the present province of Friesland, lost its social coherence, while the eastern part 

remained part of the socio-cultural network that extended far into Germany. 

New inhabitants repopulated the abandoned area from around AD 400. They are traditionally called 

Anglo-Saxons, because of the striking resemblances between the material culture of the newcomers 

and the material culture of the presumed homelands of the Angles and Saxons. However, in 

settlements that were not abandoned during the 4th century in the northern Netherlands, pottery 

style and burial ritual developed in the same way as in the east. The coastal and adjacent inland 

areas of the northern Netherlands and northwestern Germany seem to have shared the same 

cultural tradition, so were the immigrants really Anglo-Saxons?  

This paper will present the evidence for migration in the terp region, and for the existence of socio-

cultural networks that played such an important role. It will also set out some lines of investigation 

for future research. 


