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About the Book

‘History clings tight but it also kicks loose,” writes Simon Schama at the outset
of this, the first book in his three-volume journey into Britain’s past. ‘Disruption
as much as persistence is its proper subject. So although the great theme of
British history seen from the twentieth century is endurance, its counter-point,
seen from the twenty-first, must be alteration.’

Change — sometimes gentle and subtle, sometimes shocking and violent — is the
dynamic of Schama's unapologetically personal and grippingly written history,
especially the changes that wash over custom and habit, transforming our
loyalties. At the heart of this history lie questions of compelling importance for
Britain’s future as well as its past: what makes or breaks a nation? To whom do
we give our allegiance and why? And where do the boundaries of our
community lie — in our hearth and home, our village or city, tribe or faith? What
is Britain — one country or many? Has British history unfolded ‘at the edge of
the world’ or right at the heart of it?

Schama delivers these themes in a form that is at once traditional and excitingly
fresh. The great and the wicked are here — Becket and Thomas Cromwell, Robert
the Bruce and Anne Boleyn — but so are countless more ordinary lives: an Irish
monk waiting for the plague to kill him in his cell at Kilkenny; a small boy
running through the streets of London to catch a glimpse of Elizabeth I. They are
all caught on the rich and teeming canvas on which Schama paints his brilliant
portrait of the life of the British people: ‘for in the end, history, especially British
history with its succession of thrilling illuminations, should be, as all her most
accomplished narrators have promised, not just instruction but pleasure.’
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The cradle rocks above an abyss, and common sense tells us that our
existence is but a brief crack of light between two eternities of
darkness . . . Nature expects a full grown man to accept the two black voids, fore
and dft, as stolidly as he accepts the extraordinary visions in between.
Imagination, the supreme delight of the immortal and the immature, should be
limited. In order to enjoy life we should not enjoy it too much. I rebel against
this state of affairs.

VLADIMIR NABOKOV, Speak, Memory

I shall cheerfully bear the reproach of having descended below the dignity of
history if I can succeed in placing before the English of the nineteenth century a
true picture of the life of their ancestors.

THOMAS BABINGTON MACAULAY, The History of England

Those conquered kings pass furiously away; gods die in flesh and spirit and
live in print each library a misquoted tyrant’s home.

ROBERT LOWELL, ‘End of a Year’ from History



PREFACE

HISTORY CLINGS TIGHT but it also kicks loose. Disruption, as much as persistence,
is its proper subject. So although the great theme of British history seen from the
twentieth century is endurance, its counter-point, seen from the twenty-first,
must be alteration.

Both hanging on and letting go made themselves felt in the two public
ceremonies — a drizzly coronation and a frost-nipped funeral — which spoke most
powerfully to my post-war generation about what it meant to be British.
Admittedly, in June 1953 a bracing sense of change was not the most obviously
dominant mood. Two years before, in the Festival of Britain (a self-consciously
centennial commemoration of the Victorian Great Exhibition of 1851), there had
been a strenuous official attempt to persuade us eight-year-olds, in our grey
flannel shorts and saggy knee-socks, that we should now think of ourselves as
‘New Elizabethans’. The heraldic symbol of the coming technological Valhalla
was the Skylon — Brancusi out of Isambard Kingdom Brunel — a slender steel
cylinder, tapering to points at both ends like an industrial bobbin and suspended
by cables so light that it seemed to float a few feet over the South Bank
promenade with no visible means of support. But in the spring of 1953
bewitching visions of a sleekly engineered scientific future did, indeed, weigh
nothing beside the vast machinery of reverence being cranked up for the
coronation of Elizabeth II. To be sure, fitful efforts had been made to advertise
the event as a moment of rejuvenating change. But no one was really fooled. For
all the communiqués about ‘an association of free nations’, the Commonwealth
over which the young queen presided was, transparently, the brave face put on
the loss of empire. The parade of pith-helmeted and bush-hatted troops from the
‘loyal dominions’ along with more exotic detachments from what were still, in
1953, known as ‘British possessions’ dutifully trotted along the Mall in their
allotted order — a post-imperial durbar in all but name. And when the queen set
off on her post-coronation world tour, primary school children like us followed
her progress by sticking little flags in all the many regions of the globe still (no
matter what their ostensible status in the modern world) reassuringly tinted the
dusty rose-red of the old empire. In William McElwee’s The Story of England,



published in 1954, it was still possible to look forward to ‘the peaceful evolution
of backward races throughout the empire’ made ‘possible under British
leadership’. And the faces behind the net curtains in Omdurman Gardens and
Mafeking Close were still those of the colonizers, not the colonized.

There was one gawky contemporary cuckoo growing apace in the nest of
tradition, and that, of course, was television. But although the broadcast of the
ceremony in Westminster Abbey, seen by 27 million viewers within Britain and
as many as a quarter of the world’s population in all, was an epochal moment in
the history of mass communications, it very nearly didn’t happen. For months
the queen herself and all her principal advisers let it be known that while they
were prepared to have the processions to and from the abbey televised (as had
also been the case with her wedding in 1947), the ceremony of the crowning
itself was to be preserved in its sacrosanct mystery from the common electronic
gaze. Eventually — swayed, it has been suggested, by the intervention of Richard
Dimbleby — she relented. But to re-run that television coverage is to see just how
completely the latent cheekiness of the medium was subdued by the enfolding
stateliness of the coronation rituals. The cameras were put in their place and
made to stand up straight where they were told and to pay attention when they
were bidden. Anything as intimate as a close-up of the queen herself, needless to
say, was strictly prohibited, so that many of the most memorable shots of the
ceremony are the remote views from the galleries high above the nave, peering
down at the grandeur. And whatever the credits might have read, the real
producers of the event were the Duke of Edinburgh, in his capacity as Chairman
of the Coronation Executive Committee; the Archbishop of Canterbury,
Geoffrey Fisher, who was intent on maximizing the mystical and sacrificial
aspects of the rite; the Grand Chamberlain, the Marquess of Cholmondeley; and,
most important of all, the Earl Marshal, the Duke of Norfolk, who was required
to rule on matters as critical as whether rabbit-fur was an acceptable substitute
for ermine on the trim of aristocratic robes. (It was.) Over the black-and-white
pictures (which themselves have the quality of official state photographs)
poured, with honeyed smoothness, the deferentially modulated tones of the
commentators-royal: the ripely hushed baritone of Richard Dimbleby for the
abbey solemnities and the excitable, lilting tenor of Wynford Vaughan Thomas
for the street procession. For that matter, the twenty-seven-year-old at the centre
of all this seemed herself to have been crystallized, as if in some ceremonial
alembic, into the role of monarch, the open, often broadly smiling face of the
young woman settling into the impassive mask of royalty. Millions of the loyal,



gathered in front rooms, peering at the 9-inch screens that had been magnified
with strap-on image enhancers, watched the heavily crowned, massively mantled
figure, the train flowing endlessly behind her, as she swayed down the nave of
Westminster Abbey to the roar of the choir and the oceanic swell of the organ,
the ancient Saxon-Frankish shout ‘May the queen live forever’ echoing off the
columns.

Out in the streets and in the country, novelty was certainly not uppermost in
the national mind-set. Analogies between the two Elizabethan reigns were
endlessly drummed home. The Earl Marshal was, after all, a Howard Duke of
Norfolk, just as there had been a Howard Norfolk Earl Marshal for the
coronation of the first Elizabeth. The Souvenir Book for Essex Children
emphasized the parallels between the reign of the first Elizabeth: ‘a time when
the English people faced a crisis, namely the great struggle with Spain. Now in
1953 Queen Elizabeth the Second has come to the throne at an equally critical
time. Two great wars have been fought when the nation has stood and suffered.’
But, it promised, ‘if we are loyal and steadfast, history will tell that the reign of
our Queen Elizabeth will be worthy to rank with that other Good Queen Bess’.

With all this fixation on the unbroken continuity of British history, it seemed
only natural (or, at the very least, fated) that it should be Winston Churchill who
should be in office as prime minister, presiding over the accession and
enthronement of the new monarch. For in Churchill’s person the classical
distinction between history as deed and history as report had become moot.
Looking back over his entire career, had there ever been a time when Churchill
had not both written about, and acted on, British history? Two weeks before the
coronation, at a lunch for Commonwealth parliamentarians, Churchill told an
American schoolboy (who, for better or worse, would go on to be a presidential
speech-writer): ‘Study history, history, history. In history, lie all the secrets of
statecraft.” Certainly, in his own mind the writing and doing were so entangled
that it was virtually impossible to say which was cause and which effect. Even at
the hour of supreme crisis in 1940, it might be argued, the difference that
Churchill made to the destiny of the nation was as much a matter of words as
deeds: his instinctive (and perfectly justified) belief that to bet on the future it
was indispensable to reconnect the country with its passion for its past. Although
he was in his late seventies at the time of the coronation, Churchill seemed
virtually imperishable, clearly enjoying reminding the queen at a great banquet
held beneath the medieval hammerbeam roof of Westminster Hall that he had
faithfully served her great-great-grandmother (Victoria), her great-grandfather



(Edward VII), her grandfather (George V), her father (George VI) and now her.
And the tutelary partnership between this young queen and the indomitable
patriarch seemed to both press and public a perfect emblem of the happy
marriage between old and new that was supposed to typify the coming epoch of
the new Elizabethans.

But three weeks after the coronation, on 23 June, having (one assumes)
entertained the Italian prime minister at a dinner with a speech about the Roman
conquest of Britain, Churchill collapsed in a chair, the victim of a massive
stroke. Its effects carefully disguised from public view, he continued in office
and, in fact, made an astonishing recovery. But, as he put it, ‘the zest was
diminished’. Like the particular kind of Britain he cherished, he was mortal after
all, and when he died twelve years later, in the freezing winter of 1965, the
obsequies took place in a culture hot for novelty. Churchill, after all, could
hardly be expected to have survived a time-loop so complete that the whiskers
and the military epaulettes and frogging he had last seen in the imperial army of
Queen Victoria had returned as the whimsical costume of rock bands. The 14th
Earl of Home had been replaced in Downing Street by a Labour prime minister,
Harold Wilson, who hymned the ‘white heat of the scientific revolution’, and the
burial place of the first Saxon kings, Winchester Cathedral (for reasons still
mysterious to me), had become a pop song sung by Frank Sinatra. But England
stopped swinging (‘like a pendulum do’) long enough to grieve. Indeed, on 30
January 1965, the day of the funeral, Big Ben’s pendulum was stopped
altogether for the duration of the obsequies. And in the unmeasured time it took
to carry Churchill’s coffin, cut from ancient Blenheim oaks and carried on a grey
gun-carriage to St Paul’s, where, in a break from protocol, the queen waited
before the altar to pay her respects, then out again past the enormous crowds
braving the bitter chill on the streets, down to Tower Pier and aboard the launch
Havengore, past the docks where the cranes of the Port of London were made to
dip in salute, and on to the train at Waterloo, carrying the body westward past a
man standing on his flat roof, dressed in his RAF uniform and saluting, towards
Bladon churchyard, a mile or so from Blenheim where he was born; in that time
the cutting-edge glamour of the new Britain was utterly engulfed by the
immense epic of the national past. Out from its lair ambled the old beast history,
prowling the streets and monuments and daring any King’s Road smart alec to
make jokes at its expense.

Which included me and my mates. For between the coronation and
Churchill’s funeral, we had become, we supposed, serious readers of history,



meaning, inter alia, Fernand Braudel, A.J.P. Taylor, E.P. Thompson, Marc
Bloch, J.H. Plumb, Asa Briggs, Denis Mack Smith and Christopher Hill (who
came to our school and spoke, with a brave, charismatic stammer, of Milton and
Muggletonians), but which, very definitely, did not mean Churchill or his loyal
echo and eulogist Arthur Bryant. Bryant’s rustic rhapsody on late eighteenth-
century Merrie England, about to face the crisis of the French revolutionary wars
in Years of Endurance 1793-1802 (published, not coincidentally, in 1942), was
precisely the kind of thing that drew from us hoots of knowing derision.

Within the candle-lit windows of the wayside cottage and the farmhouse
on the hill Old John Bull would sit dozing with his pot beside the
kitchen fire, the dog and cat asleep at his feet, the good wife at her
wheel, the pretty maid his daughter coming in with her pail, the tinder
box on the shelf, the onions and flitches hanging from the ceiling ... In
the tavern down in the village old England still lived on where over
their pipes and bowls gathered round the bare rude table, the local
worthies with russet, weather-beaten faces cracked their jokes and
trolled their song.

But Bryant’s drowsy sentimentality, we also thought in more high-minded
moments, was really less of a joke than a menace. It was a kind of literary
opium, calculated to lull asleep a public that we wanted jolted awake to the
bleaker and more contentious realities of past and present. Our radical rewrite of
Bryant’s idyll would have read:

In front of the tavern down in the village, Old England lived on in the
gibbet from which swung the decomposing remains of the local rick-
burners and poachers who had been so presumptuous as to attack, in
their several and unlawful ways, the propertied despotism of the
complacent squirearchy.

Something along those lines, anyway. And in place of the great procession of
tableaux from which Churchill constructed his chronicle of Britishness —
Runnymede, Tilbury, Trafalgar — we wanted to substitute pages from the life of
the people — the armed peasants at Blackheath in 1381, the Levellers at Putney,
the Chartists at Kennington in 1848.

All the same, back home for the funeral and moved partly by furtive piety and
partly by a curiosity as to what it had been in Churchill’s A History of the



English-Speaking Peoples, which my father had given me many years before,
that first kindled my passion for history, I dusted off the red volumes. Passages
read at random duly made me squirm with embarrassment, but just as many
startled me with bursts of irresistibly gorgeous rhetoric and unimpeachable
common sense. The only possible, unanticipated, response, was mixed feelings.
On the one hand, the unblushing Churchillian epic of progress, much of it
inherited from Macaulay — a bullishly insular, romantically princely,
axiomatically Protestant, Whiggishly parliamentary, English-speaking Britain,
cast as the nursemaid of democracy, the hope of the West, the guardian of the
moral genius of the common law and the perennial hold-out against fanatical
tyrannies — couldn’t possibly be sustained as the definitive ‘meaning of British
history’. But then again, neither could it be airily dismissed as a deluded
anthology of patriotic fairy-tales. It had been when my father explained to me
that the ghostly letters ‘PJ’, dimly outlined in white paint on the railway-cutting
wall in the seaside town of my childhood, meant ‘Perish Judah’ and warmed to
his speech, explaining that Churchill had been what stood between the Mosleyite
slogan and its realization, that I properly understood that for his generation the
belief in the island fortress of freedom had been less a hollow platitude than a
necessary article of faith. Buried within the fabulous mythology, could there be,
I let myself wonder, if only for an instant, a gritty little nugget of truth?

Thirty-five years on, both authorized versions of the British past — the
Churchillian and the socialist — have fallen steeply out of favour. Labour history,
initiated at the same time as the Labour Party and largely written by its Fabian
founders, has withered on the shrivelled vine of that older Marxist politics, and a
centrist political establishment, eager to forget the ‘Red Flag’ along with the rest
of the regrettably obscurantist relics of the class war, seems unlikely to put the
history of organized labour at the centre of its curriculum for future citizens.
Gone, too, is the empire over whose demise Churchill swore he would not
preside. The colonized, promised by Westminster that the British legacy would
be parliamentary democracy and the rule of law, took the promise at face value
and decided to move to the source to enjoy those blessings, which was not
exactly what the proconsuls had meant. Omdurman Gardens all over the country
are now populated by precisely the people whose subjugation the street names
commemorate, and for them, the imperial triumphalism of the saga of what
Churchill repeatedly called ‘the island race’ is understandably at best
incomprehensible and at worst egregiously offensive.



Not for everyone, of course. The massive audience for radio readings from
This Sceptred Isle, largely based on unreconstructed readings from Churchill’s
history, testifies to the continuing capacity of his text to feed the popular hunger
for heroic narrative. As part of the thriving yesteryear industry, this seems
perfectly acceptable to the masters of the Zeitgeist, a heritage entertainment for
senior citizens, like country-house tours and costume dramas, a gently narcotic
dose of nostalgia, harmless enough if not consumed while driving or operating
heavy machinery.

But this is not at all what Churchill meant when he offered that American
schoolboy his advice or, for that matter, put pen to paper, still less what his
intellectual ancestor Macaulay wanted from his own compelling, dazzlingly
crafted narratives. For both of them, it was a living instruction or it was nothing:
not a spare-time luxury but a requirement of informed citizenship. Both would
have been horrified to see British history and British modernity treated as if they
were mutually exclusive rather than mutually dependent.

And yet they are partly to blame for the predicament of poor old Clio,
History’s muse, subjected either to embalming or eviction and dragged out of the
attic like a dotty aunt in eccentric dress, smelling a bit of mothballs, given an
occasional airing for a special occasion and then hastily returned to her quarters,
where she shares space with mildewy Gladstone bags and antimacassars. For it
was the Whig historians who were so determined to insist on the insularity of
British history and who took as a truism that the meaning of British history was
synonymous with its separateness. In this steadfast belief they were not, in fact,
invariably wrong. There are moments — significant moments, like the late
Elizabethan sixteenth century or the Hanoverian mid-eighteenth century — when
British (or anyway English) history is, indeed, an unmistakable peculiarity. The
conviction that it was the work of history to sift from the unruly mass of past
data material that seemed to signpost the way towards the ‘British difference’,
towards the realization of a nation state called Great Britain or the United
Kingdom, was what gave its narratives the virtues of tremendous clarity and
coherence.

But now that the United Kingdom itself has become not a truism but a
question — along with many other institutions that the Churchillian historians
once assumed to be perpetual — that clarity looks like over-confidence, and the
history that assumed the inevitability and permanence of the British difference
suddenly seems misleading. Those teleological signposts were pointing, after all,
the wrong way. Is it better not to read this sort of history, better not to read any



sort of British history if it is going to perpetuate illusions of isolationism in an
increasingly globalized world?

But to collude in the minimization of British history on the grounds of its
imagined ‘irrelevance’ to our rebranded national future, or from a suspicion that
it does no more than recycle patriotic pieties unsuited to the global marketplace,
would be an act of appallingly self-inflicted, collective memory-loss. The
damage done would vindicate Cicero’s warning that cultures without history
doom themselves to remain trapped in the most illusory tense of all, the present,
akin to small children who know neither whence they have come nor whither
they go. And it would be a gratuitously willed amnesia, too, for the histories that
presupposed a single, unchanging national personality embedded within the
different periods of the past are not, in fact, the only British histories imaginable.

Imagine instead a British history in which alteration, mutation and flux, rather
than continuity and bedrock solidity, are the norm; a history that does not lead
inexorably to a consummation in the unitary state of Great Britain but that sees
that period — only, after all, three centuries old, barely as long as Roman
Britannia — as just one epoch among many in the evolution of our island nations.
This would be a history in which national identity — not just in Britain, or in
England, but in Scotland, Ireland and Wales — was not a fixed but a decidedly
shifting and fluid quality; a history in which the allegiance that mattered might,
from generation to generation, from place to place, be a matter of clan or class,
town or manor, language or dialect, church or club, guild or family, rather than
of flag and dynasty. It would be a history in which the ragged frontiers of
regions might count for a lot more than the fixed borders of countries; in which
north-south divisions within Scotland and Wales could be as profound as those
between either of them and their English neighbour. It would be an elastic
history of nationhood, with England or Scotland sometimes closer in spirit and
interest to France and even to Rome than to each other; but at other times
genuinely and wholeheartedly (for good or ill) bound together within the British
union. Yet it would also be a history which does not try to abandon the necessary
impurity of Britishness for some cleaner, tidier, smaller concept of nationality,
but instead embraces that historical impurity as our great strength. The unity
presupposed by a ‘united kingdom’ may be no more coherent, in the end, than
the unity of a ‘united states’, and no less worth defending, for precisely its
generous heterogeneity. Finally this history might be a history respectful of
contingency, mistrustful of inevitability, indifferent to any predetermined route
or destination; a history refusing to take for granted (as the victors’ texts always



want) that the way things turned out was the way they were always meant to be;
a history that can see, but for a happenstance — Harold not falling out with his
brother;Anne Boleyn giving birth to a healthy son; Oliver Cromwell not dying
when he did — an altogether different outcome. How likely, after all, was it, for a
clairvoyant of the 1750s to prophesy that, by the century’s close, Britain would
end up, not with colonies that spoke, for the most part, English, but with colonies
that spoke, for the most part, Bengali and Urdu?

There is a risk, of course, of lost moorings in these kinds of British histories,
of the familiarity of the bulldog breed, island race story going astray amid
countless competing alternatives, a risk of the consoling simplicity of the old
story being traded in for the bewildering confusion of the new. But Clio,
properly respected, is the least straightforward of the muses. Her beauty lies in
the complexity, not the simplicity, of her truth. Which is why her votaries,
attentive to the sometimes difficult and winding path they must follow, are
sworn to tell stories in order to make the journey easier. For in the end, history,
especially British history with its succession of thrilling illuminations, should be,
as all her most accomplished narrators have promised, not just instruction but
pleasure.



CHAPTER 1

AT THE EDGE OF THE WORLD?

WRITING HIS BRITANNIA in the glory days of Elizabeth I, William Camden, the
antiquary and historian, saw no reason to be coy. His country was, as everyone
knew, ‘the most famous island without comparison of the whole world’. And
what made it especially enviable, he also knew, was its weather. Britain was, he
rejoiced, ‘seated as well for aires as soile in a right fruitfull and mild place. The
aire so kinde and temperate that not only the Summers be not excessive hot by
reason of continual gentle winds that abate their heat . . . but the winters are also
passing mild.” It was this sweet fertility, Camden thought, that had made Britain
so irresistible to the ancients. In ‘Happie Britaine’, according to the Roman
writer known as the panegyrist of Constantine (whom the Elizabethans believed
had been born there), ‘the forests were without savage beasts and the ground
voyd of noisome serpents. Contrariwise an infinite multitude there is of tame
cattle with udders strutting full of milke.” Thus blessed, the historian Tacitus
conferred on Britain the best compliment that could occur to any Roman: that it
was pretium victoriae (worth the conquest). For not only did it grow everything,
except (alas) the olive and the vine, it was also, literally, a gold mine. Silver was
abundant there too, as were pearls, although he had heard they were grey like the
overcast rain-heavy skies and that the natives only bothered to collect them when
they were cast upon the shore.

Remoteness, then, did not mean outlandishness. If Tacitus, or, for that matter,
Camden had been able to travel back in time as well as space to the most distant
of all the British isles, the place they knew as the Orcades (which we call
Orkney), and get there before the palaces of Mycenae and the pyramids of Egypt
were built, before Stonehenge went up on the Wiltshire plain, they would have
seen something that would have confirmed their most benign expectations: a
seaside village.



From the Orcadians of 5000 years ago you expect, perhaps, ritual monuments:
great columns and circles of standing stones. What you don’t expect is
domesticity. Instinctively, we imagine Neolithic Britons huddled in primitive
dwellings gouged out of the face of a rocky cliff. The hamlet of Skara Brae,
miraculously preserved beneath a seal of dunes and grass until a great tempest
around 1850 blew away the concealment of millennia, is anything but the habitat
of savages clinging to a dangerous shore. Its original settlers probably migrated
across the Pentland Firth from Caithness on the Scottish mainland. The sea and
the air were a little warmer than they are now, and once they had established
themselves a few hundred feet away from the water’s edge in sandstone houses
(the slaty stone easily hacked away with antler picks), they could harvest red
bream, corkfin wrasse and the mussels and oysters that were abundant in the
shallows. On land that is now thought unfit for any kind of food crops, the Skara
Brae villagers managed to grow barley and even wheat. Cattle provided meat
and milk; dogs were kept for hunting and for company. During the Neolithic
centuries there would have been at least a dozen little houses here, half-dug into
the ground for comfort and safety — a thriving, bustling little community of fifty
or sixty souls, with both public places and privately walled-off houses,
connected by narrow, stone-lined lanes and alleys. It was, by any definition, a
true village.

Its one-room dwellings were proper homes: 320 square feet of floor space,
divided up into all the social activities we associate with domestic life. In the
middle, clearly marked by the stones, was a great hearth, for cooking and
warmth. At one end of the room was a water-filled tank to keep live bait,
perhaps limpets, and against the walls were sleeping areas, the beds made snugly
welcoming with layers of straw and feathers and covered, rather luxuriously,
with blankets of hide and fur. The channels running from the inside to the
outside of the dwellings have even suggested to archaeologists that the
prehistoric Orcadians may actually have had their own loos.

But the Skara Brae houses were not just shelters. They housed culture. They
had, it turns out, what we like to call ‘style’, for the dramatic visual centres of
their living rooms were dominated by large stone dressers. On their shelves they
displayed carved stone balls, decorated with circles and spirals, grooved clay
pots and jars, with scalloped rims and zigzag patterns, or, perhaps, bone bead
necklaces and costume pins. To gaze at these objects, surviving from so distant a
time, is to be confronted with the great paradox of all history: that it is at all
times a dialogue between the alien and the familiar. The past, especially a past as



remote as prehistoric Orkney, might indeed be a foreign country, but somehow,
uncannily, we feel we have been there before. So although conscientious
historians must resist the temptation to imagine themselves back into the
company of Neolithic Orcadians, it is hard to walk between the houses, built,
with ecological economy, on the mounds of their own organic rubbish — shellfish
remains and compost — and not feel in the midst of a thriving little world — well-
fed, well-housed and, by the standards of the time, well-off.

Given the rudimentary nature of the available tools, which were fashioned
from sharpened animal bones or the grey sandstone of Orkney, it would have
taken countless man-hours to make not just these domestic dwellings but also the
great ritual circles of stones like those erected at Brodgar, where the population
of the villages gathered to mark the passage of the seasons and to give thanks to
their gods for the harvest or for being spared from disaster. So we can be sure
that places like Skara Brae were not just isolated settlements of fishers and
farmers. Its people belonged to some larger society, and one that was
sophisticated enough to mobilize the army of toilers and craftsmen needed to
make these monuments and stand them on end.

Because nothing seemed more important than to give their dead a fitting
resting-place, Neolithic architects and their masons kept their most phenomenal
achievement for their collective tombs, palaces of the defunct, which are as
majestic and darkly beautiful as anything you might find in Minoan Crete or pre-
Roman Etruria. These are, as it were, our British pyramids, and in keeping with
our taste for understatement, they reserve all their impact for the interior.
Outside, from the air, the mausoleum at Maes Howe is no more than an
unassuming mound, a swelling on the landscape.

When a new body needed interment, the stone plug sealing the tomb entrance
would have been pulled away by a detail from the village. The body was then
carried or dragged through the opening in the earth. The builders made the 30-
foot passageway narrow and so low that the bearers of the body would have had
to stoop sharply, perhaps in an attitude of respect, as they made their awkward
way down a stone corridor, lit only once a year by the wan rays of the winter
solstice and smelling dankly of the underworld, a death-canal constriction,
before they were able to stand erect at last in a lofty chamber, tapering upwards
towards an indeterminate vault, black like the northern sky. Some of the tombs
were elaborately decorated with swirling circular patterns like waves or the
breeze-pushed clouds. Before the Vikings robbed these tombs in the ninth
century, they would have been loaded with jewels and ornaments, laid down to



garland the dead on their passage to the beyond, and sometimes with the
cadavers of dogs and eagles. In some tombs, like those at Midhowe, on the
nearby island of Rousay, the dead were laid on stone shelves in neat cubicles,
their knees drawn foetally up to their chests as if waiting to be reborn; in other
places, like Maes Howe, those rating special treatment were buried in side-tombs
opening on to the main chamber, while the hoi polloi of the Orcadians would
have been dumped into a common ossuary, packed with the bones of countless
predecessors, a crowded waiting room to the Neolithic afterworld.

Life at Skara Brae must have continued in much the same way for centuries.
New houses were built on the midden dumps of their predecessors, and the little
colony gradually rose above sea-level. But around 2500BcC the island climate
seems to have got colder and wetter. The red bream disappeared, and so did the
stable environment the Orcadians had enjoyed for countless generations. Fields
were abandoned, and the farmers and fishers migrated, leaving their stone
buildings and tombs to be covered by layers of peat, drifting sand and, finally,
grass. Until the Vikings — with an extraordinary nose for loot — burrowed or
hacked their way in, the great burial chambers lay undisturbed and carpeted with
bones.

Over the centuries that followed a protracted struggle took place for good
land, not just in Scotland but all over Britain. Forests were cleared at such a rate
that around 1000BCc Iron Age Britain was not, as was once romantically
imagined, an unbroken forest kingdom stretching from Cornwall to Inverness
but rather a patchwork of open fields, worked with rudimentary ploughs to
harvest beans and grains, dotted here and there with woodland copses giving
cover for game, especially wild pigs, and intensively worked to stoke forges and
supply timber for the building of the circular huts and houses in which most of
the population lived. It was, in fact, a countryside already beginning to resemble,
in outline, the landscape you can see from your aeroplane seat three millennia
later.

There was, however, one big difference. In the centuries before the Roman
invasions, when the pressure of population on available land was at its most
intense, farmers were in increasing need of reliable protection. They got it from
the great hillforts that dominated Iron Age Britain, like those visible (especially
from the air) in terraced contours at Danebury in Hampshire and Maiden Castle
in Dorset. Lofty seats of power for the clan chiefs, they were defended by
concentric rings of dug earthworks, timber palisades and ramparts, or, if there
were ample supplies of easily quarried stone nearby, by bristling walls, several



feet thick, or, as in the brochs of Scotland and Wales, by great windowless
towers, many feet high, which still survive in remote places like Mousa in
Shetland or Gurness in Orkney.

Behind those daunting walls and terraced stockades, however, the world was
not in panicky retreat. The Iron Age Britain into which the Romans eventually
crashed was a dynamic, expanding society. Protected by the hillforts, arable and
pastoral farms established themselves beyond the walls. Inside, the military
character of many of the sites was fading, as they became instead true embryonic
towns, some of them undefended, and most with recognizable street patterns,
places of ceremony and worship and rich with forges and workshops. From these
workshops came the spectacular metalwork with which the elite decorated their
bodies — armlets, pins and brooches, carved mirrors and, not least, the heavy
gear without which no self-respecting British warrior would step into his war-
chariot: sword hilts and horned helmets figured with curling patterns like
unfurling ferns or the astonishing stylized bronze horses, endearingly
melancholy in expression like so many Eeyores resigned to a bad day in battle.

These tribal cultures were not just warring, but trading with each other. It used
to be thought that these finely wrought works of art had been brought by a great
Celtic migration, travelling from central and northern Europe around 5008c and
awakening the sleepily primitive natives of the islands to a higher state of
culture. But we now know that this sophisticated culture of warriors, druid-
priests and artists developed spontaneously within Britain itself, importing — and
also exporting — within trade zones that divided the island longitudinally:
western Scotland and Wales south all the way to Brittany; southeastern England
with northern Gaul and the Low Countries. So this was, in all important ways, an
indigenous British culture, which had evolved in contact with, rather than having
been conquered or settled by, continental Europe. Iron Age Britain, after all, had
grown up on sites that had been occupied for thousands of years. Although the
stone henges and burial barrows that marked its landscape had been built at least
a millennium before, it seems likely that ritual practices still took place on these
ancient sites.

But was it a civilization? The Roman historians of the invasions, from Caesar
himself to Tacitus, didn’t think so, not least because ‘civilized’ meant, by
definition, dwelling in cities. Although the Romans called the undefended town
centres of the British tribes oppida (towns), by Latin standards they were still
primitive timber settlements, with wattle and daub huts, a far cry from even the
simpler stone-built cities of the Mediterranean world. And they wrote off as



hideous savages the barbarian warriors who appeared before them in battle,
covered in bright blue body paint, waving their long, slashing swords, blowing
war-trumpets and yelling unintelligible war-cries, in much the same way as the
soldiers of the Victorian empire would describe their ‘primitive’ enemies in
Africa and India.

But suppose they had seen the extraordinary artefacts produced by the Picts,
who left behind astonishing carved stones with symbolic hieroglyphs of birds,
oxen and fish, and frieze-like reliefs of long-robed, bearded and coiffed warriors,
which looked for all the world as if they had been directly transplanted from
Assyria rather than being created in the valley of the Tay. Suppose they had
come across sculptures like the haunting stone head, found on Anglesey, with its
archaic, secretive smile, the deep-set eyes half-closed as if in some mysterious
devotional trance, the nose flattened, the cheeks broad, the whole face so
spellbindingly reminiscent of the ancient Mediterranean busts they might have
encountered in the Greek islands or Etruria. Would they have conceded that this
was, in fact, a work of art? Probably not, especially when they noticed that the
top of the head had been scooped away like a boiled egg to make room for some
votive offering. For this might have confirmed the gruesome stories heard from
some of the more cultivated barbarians encountered in the Roman world (for
there were many) of cults of decapitated heads — not to mention ritual sacrifices
and drownings — which were said to be a special feature of British religion.
Some of the natives even appeared to believe that, unless swiftly buried and
preferably in a deep well, the heads would continue to reproach those who had
parted them from their trunks.

So why should the Romans have wanted to have gone to Britain, to the edge
of the world, to an island of talking heads? For despite Tacitus’s fantasy of a
British El Dorado, a commander as canny as Julius Caesar is unlikely to have
been persuaded that the island was indeed ‘worth the conquest’ had not hard-
headed political considerations within Rome itself pushed him in the direction of
a British adventure. In the middle of the first century BC he was restlessly
sharing power with two other triumvirs, Pompey and Crassus, and a brisk
triumph would unquestionably establish him as the senior partner. And he would
not be going to Britain as an ignorant outsider. In all likelihood, it was delegates
from British tribes themselves who offered Caesar a perfect opportunity to pose
as peace-maker, arbitrator, overlord. Nothing could be further from the truth than
to imagine a confederation of united British tribes massing shoulder-to-shoulder
at the cliffs to resist the Latin invader. Two of those tribal kingdoms — the



Catuvellauni in what is now Hertfordshire and the Trinovantes in Essex — were
seen by many of the others in the south, east and west as threateningly
expansionist and aggressive, and calling in the Romans as allies must have
seemed a way to stop them. (When, nearly two millennia later, the British came
to establish their own new Roman empire, it was through very similar overtures
to the indigenous population that they would secure their own foothold in India.)
It was, after all, Commius, the king of the Atrebates, who came with Caesar on
the original expedition and who must have supplied over-optimistic intelligence
about its prospects. The enterprise of Britain would not, then, be a journey into
the unknown, the legions bringing light to the heart of barbarian darkness. It was
because Britain was a known quantity — its famously mild winters, its cornucopia
of food supplies, its obliging native allies — and because Caesar probably thought
of the campaign as a limited exercise, a show of superiority rather than a
wholesale colonization, that it must have seemed so temptingly feasible. Sitting
in sunlit Rome at the height of his powers, a little giddy with invincibility,
Caesar must have imagined a nice little sideshow, a triumph on the cheap. Faced
with the glittering armour of the legions and the eagle standards, the barbarians
would simply line up to surrender. They would understand that history always
fought on the side of Rome.

But, as it turned out, geography did not. Two years in succession, in 55BC and
54Bc, Caesar’s painstaking logistics were turned into a bad joke by the one
element that was supposed to have been dependably friendly, the weather. On
the first campaign, with a force of 12,000 infantry and 2000 cavalry on the
water, fierce gales blew the ships carrying the horses and their troopers back to
Gaul before the rest of the fleet had even made a landing. And on both occasions
stormy high tides and violent winds smashed the boats that had managed to
make it to the Kentish beaches. Where Caesar had imagined the disciplined
Roman troops ploughing their way through the British warriors in open combat,
what he actually had to deal with, once his troops moved inland, was an enemy
that melted away, spookily, into the woods, reappearing only to launch deadly
hit-and-run raids. Although the Romans crossed the Thames at Brentford on the
second campaign, Cassivellaunus, the king of the Catuvellauni, remained
elusively undefeated, and, deprived twice in a row of reinforcements or winter
supplies, Caesar had no option but to come to a political, face-saving settlement
with the king, extracting promises (not worth very much) that Cassivellaunus
would leave the Roman allies among the British in peace. Cicero, whose brother
was serving with Caesar’s army, put a brave face on the failure by writing off the



botched expeditions as not worth the trouble. Gold and silver had not
materialized, nor was there ‘any booty apart from captives, and I fancy you
won’t be expecting them to be highly qualified in literature or music’.

Memories of the British fiasco must have rankled, however. By the time the
Romans returned, ninety years later in Ap43, the mood in Rome had become
more aggressively imperialist. In the great Latin verse epic of empire-building,
the Aeneid, Virgil has Jupiter proclaim: ‘I have set upon the Romans bounds
neither of time nor space.” Even so, the irritation of a Britain eluding Roman
grasp would not itself have been enough to persuade the successors of Julius and
Augustus of the need for an all-out campaign of conquest had not Roman
credibility as a reliable supporter and protector of its allies been on the line. For
if Caesar had abandoned Britain, the Britons had not abandoned Rome. In the
decades before the invasion of 43, trade between Roman Gaul had never been
more active; bulky goods going south, fancy goods going north. Rome itself was
full of disaffected sons and rivals of the dominant British kings, in particular
Cunobelinus (whom Shakespeare called Cymbeline), who had put together a
formidable power base in the southeast. His death in AD41 and the predictable
squabbling among heirs were almost certainly the occasion for his many enemies
among the British tribes — the Iceni of East Anglia, the Regnenses in what would
be Sussex — to present the disarray as a now-or-never moment for a new Roman
campaign.

Perhaps because there had already been so many false starts — Tiberius
procrastinating; Caligula never getting beyond the harbour front — Claudius, the
club-foot stammerer, on the face of it the most unlikely conqueror of all, was
determined to get it right. If it were to be done at all, Claudius must have
reckoned, it had to be done in such massive force that there was no chance
whatsoever of repeating the embarrassments of Julius. He was not so secure on
his throne as to be able to afford even a mixed result, and because the politics of
the British tribes were so notoriously unstable and their attitude to hostages
indifferent, there could be no thought of a limited holding campaign. This time it
had to be serious. So Claudius’s invasion force was immense, some 40,000
troops, the kind of army that could barely be conceived of, much less directly
encountered, in Iron Age Britain. Even this armada, however, got off to a
comical false start, for although it was commanded by some of the most rock-
solid veterans of the empire, the rank-and-file troops took one look at the fleet at
Boulogne and refused point-blank to embark — until, that is, a personal letter
arrived from the emperor himself. This duly came, although it probably didn’t



help that the letter was delivered by Claudius’s personal manservant, an ex-slave
known as Narcissus!

Claudius succeeded where Julius Caesar failed, through a brilliantly
synchronized campaign of concentrated military ruthlessness and shrewd
political pragmatism. His commanders, such as Aulus Plautius, understood the
developing society of the Britons well enough to know that by seizing the
largely undefended oppida they would strike at the heart of the British
aristocracy — its places of status, prestige and worship. But in place of those Iron
Age centres of conspicuous consumption and display, the Romans could, of
course, offer to those sensible kinglings who reached for the olive branch rather
than the battle javelin something of a completely different order of
magnificence. One such individual may have been Togidubnus, successor to
Verica, the King of the Atrebates, who was indirectly responsible for the
Claudian invasion. Togidubnus had probably been educated in Rome and thus
recognized the benefits of a Roman lifestyle. After the invasion he became
known as Tiberius Claudius Togidubnus, Great King in Britain, which probably
reflects his new role as a Client King. His loyalty to Rome may be reflected in
the construction of a spectacular palace at Fishbourne, near Chichester, which
was decorated with brilliantly coloured mosaic floors, the kind of house
imaginable, until now, only amid the olive groves of Latium, not the pear
orchards of the South Downs.

Togidubnus was not the only tribal chief to take a pragmatic view of what was
in the best interests of himself and his people. All the way through the island the
Romans found support from local chiefs, who assumed that their alliance would
strengthen rather than weaken their local authority. The fourth-century Roman
historian Eutropius wrote that the king of Orkney submitted to Claudius at the
time of the invasion of AD43, but until shards from Roman amphorae of a type
that became obsolete by the end of the century were found at Gurness, this
seemed far-fetched. Now we know that in the Iron Age broch, turned royal
palace, as much as in the hillforts of southern England, there were shrewd local
rulers who knew very well which side their bread was buttered. With the
individual kings of the British tribes atomized, it was possible for the Roman
army to pick them off one by one as they rolled their machine through the island.
One of the sons of Cunobelinus was beaten in battle; the other, Caratacus,
retreated north. Behind him he left the town of Colchester, where Claudius
himself arrived to make a triumphal entry seated on an elephant. In short order,
Colchester was turned into a model of what Roman Britain would look like: a



metropolitan centre, with long, straight streets, formidable stone walls, packed
markets, imposing temples and grandiose statuary. It may not have been
Britain’s first town, but it was certainly its first city, and a place where it was
possible to be both Roman and British.
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For a while it must have seemed almost too easy. The fugitive son of
Cunobelinus, Caratacus, was handed over by the obliging Queen Cartimandua of
the Brigantes in the north of England and paraded in chains in Rome. He
behaved with such dignity, however, that, in a famous scene of imperial
magnanimity, he was pardoned by Claudius. As many as 50,000 Roman troops,
almost an eighth of the entire imperial army, occupied Britain, and it may have
been the very size of the military garrison that prompted some of its junior
commanders to overplay their hand, especially once the watchful Claudius had
been succeeded by the indolent Nero in AD54. In the kingdom of the Iceni the
careful conventions by which the local aristocracy were bought off and co-opted
into the Roman alliance were brutally discarded for a show of naked force.
Trying to pre-empt trouble when her husband King Prasutagus died, Boudicca
had already offered to share her realm with Nero. Instead, in a show of suicidal
arrogance and brutality, the local administrator had it declared a slave province
as if it had resisted rather than collaborated with the Romans. To make the point
about exactly who owned whom, Boudicca was then treated to a public flogging
while her two daughters were raped. The immediate result was not only to
transform a willing, even eager, family of collaborators into implacable enemies
but also to bring about exactly what the more intelligent Romans all along had
sought to avoid: an immense coalition of the disaffected sweeping through an
entire region of the country.

With the cream of the Roman troops tied down suppressing an insurgency in
remote north Wales, in AD60 Boudicca’s army marched towards the place that
most symbolized the new world the Britons had almost inadvertently allowed to
happen: Colchester. It helped that it was lightly garrisoned. After a firestorm
march through eastern England, during which Roman settlements were burned
one by one, it was the city’s turn. The colonists retreated to the one place where
they must have felt they would be safe — the great temple precinct that had been
built by Claudius — but Boudicca’s army proceeded to demolish the place,
knocking the emperor’s head off its bust and throwing it into the river Alde.
(The ritual drowning of bodies or of severed heads in wells or rivers was a
traditional practice of the British tribes, and Boudicca’s army may have been
making the point that their culture was still very much alive.) With thousands of
terrified Romans huddled in the inner sanctum, the precocious imperial city was
set alight. Cowering behind their walled-in sanctum, the colonists must have
smelled the advancing smoke before they, too, were incinerated in the remains.



A bowl of carbonized dates, a relic from the firestorm, tells you all you need to
know about Boudicca’s revenge.

Her victory couldn’t last. Elated by the destruction of Colchester, Boudicca’s
army snowballed in size, and this, paradoxically, may have been its undoing.
Once it had to face a disciplined army — Roman troops rushed back from
Anglesey — the uncontrollable horde that the British force had become became a
victim of its own unwieldiness. Women and children who had gathered in
wagons at the rear of the battlefield obstructed the manoeuvrability of the war-
chariots and foot soldiers once the Roman legionaries had managed to carve a
way through. The congested melée turned into a gory, chaotic slaughter, and
Boudicca took her own life rather than fall into the hands of the Romans.

Lessons had been learned the hard way, at least by some. If we believe the
history left by his son-in-law Tacitus, Julius Agricola, the general in charge of
the pacification of Scotland and Wales, tried to avoid the causes of rebellion by
‘putting his own house in order’ and making every effort to govern with integrity
and justice. Agricola also wanted to draw the boundary line of Britannia at the
Clyde and Forth, leaving the logistically difficult Highlands to the tribes known
as the Caledonians. But, as usual, it was impossible even for a prudent general to
sit on his hands while barbarians attacked Roman forts with impunity. In 84 an
enormous pan-European pitched battle took place on the slopes of an
unidentified Highland mountain, certainly north of the Tay, which Tacitus calls
Mons Graupius, where 30,000 of the Caledonians and their northern allies
engaged with the Roman legions and their Dutch (Batavian) and Belgian
(Tungrian) auxiliaries. The result was a slaughter of 10,000 of the natives and
360 Romans. The most remarkable pages in Tacitus’s history are not the battle
scenes, with their predictable gore, but the speeches he puts into the mouths of
the opposing commanders, especially the Caledonian general Calgacus, who
delivers the first of the great back-to-the-wall, anti-imperialist speeches on
Scotland’s soil, a ringing appeal for his native country’s freedom:

here at the world’s end, on its last inch of liberty, we have lived
unmolested to this day, defended by our remoteness and
obscurity . . . But there are no other tribes to come; nothing but sea and
cliffs and these more deadly Romans whose arrogance you cannot
escape by obedience and self-restraint. Robbers of the world, now that
the earth falls into their all-devastating hands, they probe even the sea;
if their enemy have wealth they have greed . . . [neither] East nor West



has glutted them . . . To plunder, butcher, steal, these things they
misname empire: they make a desolation and they call it peace.

We have no evidence, of course, that Calgacus ever said any such things. The
impassioned appeal for freedom comes straight from Roman republican, rather
than Celtic tribal, rhetoric of which we can know nothing. Yet this kind of
burning sentiment would echo down the generations. Like the identity of
‘Britannia’ itself, the idea of a free Caledonia was, from the first, a Roman
invention.

‘Perdomita Britannia et statim omissa’ (Britain was subjugated and straight
away let slip) was Tacitus’s damning verdict on Roman policy after all his
father-in-law’s Herculean efforts in the north. Tacitus was an armchair warrior,
unburdened by the practical responsibilities of governing an overstretched
empire that, at the turn of the second century, extended from rebellious Judea to
insubordinate southern Scotland. But there was one emperor, Spanish by birth,
the most thoughtful of them all, who had grown wise on years of campaigning
on behalf of his predecessor, Trajan, and his impossibly far-flung empire and
who well understood the virtues of containment. And he was destined, in Britain,
at any rate, to be remembered by a wall.

Hadrian’s Wall is too often imagined rather like a frontier fort in Indian
country, with the US cavalry peering nervously through the palisades and
straining to hear the war-drums, a structure sweating paranoia from every stone.
But it wasn’t like that at all. The wall, all 73 miles of it, 7-10 feet thick and 15—
20 feet high, running from the Tyne to the Solway Firth, was begun around
AD122, shortly after Hadrian’s imperial tour of inspection in Britain. The logic of
its engineering and its breathtaking ambitiousness bear all the hallmarks of
Hadrian’s personal touch. There is no doubt that it was initially a response to the
endemic insubordination of those whom the Romans sometimes referred to,
rather loftily, as the ‘Brittunculi’ — the wretched little Brits — and, especially in
the first fifty years of its life, it was certainly above all a military base, with
troops stationed along the ‘milecastles’ and turrets, which appeared every 500
yards) along its line. Hadrian, who came to inspect its progress in 122, clearly
thought of it as marking the limit of the regions of Britannia that could plausibly
be made into a governable Roman province. The Brigantes, amid whose territory
the wall was built, had originally been a compliant ally under their queen
Cartimandua, but she had been challenged by her husband, Venutius, who
attempted a full-scale revolt, and by the end of the first century the



Northumbrian countryside was not thought of as a region particularly hospitable
to Roman colonization.

By the time Hadrian died in 138 the wall had done its work of containment
well enough for his successor, Antoninus Pius, to push the frontier north, deep
into Scotland, to a turf wall built from the Clyde to the Firth of Forth, confining
the hostile Picts (literally the ‘painted ones’ or picti) to what Tacitus had called
the northern ‘island’ of Caledonia. Now that they were no longer on the first line
of defence, forts such as Housesteads and Corbridge developed into something
more like upcountry hill stations and centres of bustling business than anything
resembling a Roman Checkpoint Charlie. The wall was rarely thought of as a
cordon sanitaire, something that would hermetically seal off Roman Britain
from the rest of the island to the north. The idea was less to prevent movement
than to control and observe it. If there was a killing to be made it would be
measured less in bodies than in denarii, the takings from the customs tolls
imposed on goods travelling from one side of the wall to the other. That way,
traders and suppliers who were making money from the presence of the military
would also be paying for the country’s defence, a kind of protection that the
Romans would have been horrified to consider as a racket. Rather than thinking
of Hadrian’s Wall as a fence, it might be more accurately seen as a spine around
which Roman control of the north of Britannia toughened and stabilized.

If we can now imagine a place like Vindolanda fort, about halfway along the
length of the wall and one mile to the rear, as not such a bad posting, it is
because our sense of what life was like for the soldiers at the wall forts and for
the population who lived around them has been transformed by one of the most
astonishing finds of recent Roman archaeology. For twenty-five years,
archaeologists have been cutting slices of the soil, from 23 feet deep, broad
enough to see, when inspected sideways on, in a kind of cross-section of the
ancient past, whether the dirt retains any of the paper-thin, postcard-size,
wooden tablets on which the men and women of Vindolanda recorded the
comings and goings of their daily life. Written in ink, fragments have survived
rather in the way one might imagine (though this is increasingly unlikely in the
age of e-mail) the little bits of receipts, credit card payment stubs, junk mail and
circulars that we casually toss aside. They have opened a window on to what the
world of the Roman fort was really like.

Suppose you were a trader in fish sauce, that ubiquitous and smelly table
condiment of the Roman Empire, without which, it seems, no soldier could face
a day’s duty, and you were making a delivery to Vindolanda. The first thing that



would strike you was how very few soldiers actually seemed to be around. When
a tally was taken on 18 May (AD92-97) no fewer than 456 out of the fort’s
nominal strength of 756 were either absent or sick. Then you might notice that
the soldiers who were there didn’t look especially Roman, but were rather tall,
lanky types with fair hair and pink cheeks, which makes sense since most of
them were in fact Dutch (Batavian) or Belgian (Tungrian) auxiliaries. There also
seemed to be a lot of people around doing strictly non-military jobs: building
workers, cobblers, vets and armourers. You would also see enviable luxuries: a
hospital for the sick, communal latrines, a heated bath-house and enormous
granaries. If you were asked to stay for a meal, you would probably accept,
because you knew they ate well: oysters and roedeer venison, goat’s meat and
pig’s trotters, garlic, olives and radishes. And you would be reminded that it was
a global empire you were serving by the presence of exotic pepper in your diet.
There would, of course, be the usual grousing about the shortage of beer and
gossip about which lads got which jobs and what exactly they had to do to get
them; when they would next get a chance to go on a boar-hunt; how long their
stint was before they could get out of the army and get their citizenship as a
reward; the laziness or the excellence of their slaves; and juicy tittle-tattle about
the station commander, Flavius Cerealis, and his wife Sulpicia Lepidina and her
social world.

On the third day before the Ides of September, sister, for the day of the
celebration of my birthday I warmly invite you to make sure that you
come to us, as your arrival will make the day more enjoyable for me if
you are present. Give my greetings to your Cerealis. My Aelius and my
little son send him theirs. I shall expect you sister. Farewell, sister, my
dearest soul as I hope to prosper and hail.

Although at the beginning of the four centuries of Roman rule distinctions
between Latins and Britons were brutally sharp, sometimes drawn in blood, by
the late second and third centuries, Britannia — especially in lowland England
from the Weald to the Lincolnshire Wolds in the east, and from Devon to
Carlisle in the west — had settled down into a hybrid, polyglot, rather easy-going
province, not the nightmare of perpetual insurrection it must have seemed at the
height of Boudicca’s revolt.

Of course, not everyone among the native population of Britannia enjoyed the
fruits of Roman rule equally. For the vast majority of country-dwellers, who



continued to speak their Celtic tongues, it was just a case of one kind of
landowner replacing another. The warriors of the British tribes, who had enjoyed
high status for their performance of military services for the chief, were probably
the most traumatized of all, shoved aside by the professional army of the
Romans and faced with a choice of joining the unfamiliar world of urban society
or of staying on the land as masterless peasant cultivators. In the top tier of
society, however, a remarkable hybridization took place, just as everywhere else
in the Roman Empire at its height, with the distinctions between natives and
newcomers increasingly blurred. It is not exceptional to find a tombstone erected
at South Shields by a Roman from Palmyra, Syria, to his wife Regina, a British
ex-slave. And beneath the veneer of official Roman religion, all kinds of native
British-Celtic cults survived. In a first-century grave at Corbridge a beheaded
skeleton was buried along with a batch of bodies who were buried with their
boots, the better perhaps to march into the afterlife.

The most deservedly famous of all these hybrid icons is the cheerful face that
greeted poolside devotees (along with a group of carved bathing beauties) as
they entered the colonnaded porch of the temple of Sulis Minerva at Bath. In
keeping with a place that may have been built to its state of classical opulence
and grandeur by that unapologetic celebrant of Romano-British good feeling
Togidubnus (a.k.a. Tiberius Claudius Togidubnus of the palace of Fishbourne),
whose territories now stretched all the way into the west country, there are
allusions in the relief sculptures to the imperial magnificence of Claudius and
Vespasian. But Togidubnus was a true cultural cross-breed, and it would have
been just like him to have concocted a signature deity for the baths that was part-
Roman (with suggestions of the Gorgon’s head) and part Celtic, perhaps Sol, old
Sunshine himself, who warmed the cockles of the Romans, if not in the Mendip
air, then certainly in the steaming waters of Aquae Sulis.

Bath was the quintessential Romano-British place, at the same time mod-con
and mysterious cult. On either side of it were a pair of Iron Age forts, Little
Solsbury and Bathhampton, and given the native British reverence for the
waters, Togidubnus was almost certainly taking advantage of his new position to
build on the kind of site that, in the older culture, it would have been sacrilegious
to turn into a spa. In its prime, Bath was a huge extravaganza of buildings
constructed over a spring, which gushed a third of a million gallons of piping
hot, bright orange (from the mercuric oxide) water, 104°F (40°C), up into the
bathing pools every day. To soak at Bath was to give both your body and your
soul a good cleaning, ablution and devotion. Much of the bathing — as well as the



gossip, flirtation and deal-making that was bound to go on in the steamy drip of
the spa — took place in the austere grandeur of the Great Bath (with second
thoughts on something injudicious said or done perhaps occurring in the
subsequent cold dip that was meant to close the pores). But the real heart of the
place was the sacred spring, where the water gathered in a ferny grotto. A
specially cut window allowed devotees of the presiding deity, the genius of the
place, Sulis Minerva herself, to look over the spring towards an altar erected in
her honour, and it also let bathers throw a little something in the waters to attract
her attention.

From the trove of objects taken from the drain during excavations in 1878, it
is apparent that the more one wanted a favour, the more lavish the offering — a
bag of gems, a pair of earrings. What was wanted, it appears from the stones,
was sometimes a blessing, sometimes a curse on faithless lovers — ‘By this
Tacita is cursed and declared putrefied like rotting blood” — and especially on the
casual petty-thieves for whom Bath must have been a goldmine: ‘Whether pagan
Christian, whosoever; whether man or woman, boy or girl, slave or free, has
stolen from me, Ammianus, this morning six silver pieces, from my purse, you
Lady Goddess are to extract them from him.’

Bath was not the only place where Romano-Britons could wallow in the well-
being of the province. From the great trading centre of Londinium, through
settlements like Gloucester, which had begun as a retirement colony for Roman
soldiers, to Colchester, which had risen, phoenix-like from its burned ruins to
become a majestically imposing city, the island was dotted with towns of
between 15,000 and 20,000 citizens. It was the beginning of authentic urban life
in Britain. And although in the country the vast majority of the peasantry still
spoke Celtic tongues, by the third century AD the descendants of the old British
warrior nobility grew up speaking and writing Latin, even though they must
have been conscious of being part of a native elite. Once educated, they could
join the government of the towns as curiales (councillors) and live in town
houses with engineered water supplies, which would be connected to their
houses if they could afford it. Nothing remotely like this degree of hydraulic and
sanitary convenience would be available again in Britain until the nineteenth
century. The tables of the governing class were stocked from markets, to which
farmers, who could now raise crops for a cash market, brought fresh produce,
and their houses were full of goods made in Britain, such as Oxfordshire or New
Forest pottery, the best competition for the imported Samian redware that
flooded the Roman Empire. There were animal games in the theatre, dull council



meetings in handsome stone assembly rooms and ostentatious suburban villas,
seldom more than half a day’s ride from town, with walls painted with faux
architectural details to make them seem even grander.

It is quite wrong to think of the third or even the early fourth century AD as the
twilight zone of Roman Britain. Whatever the problems of metropolitan Rome,
with usurper succeeding usurper with dizzying speed and obligatory bloodshed,
the sun was still shining on Britannia. Some of the most stunning creations of
Romano-British art were produced in this period, like the splendid villa at
Bignor in Sussex, or the showy hotel at Dover, known as the ‘Painted House’, its
rooms now buried several feet below the surface of the street. To anyone
arriving in the province from Gaul and lucky enough to be lodged in this place,
there would have been no thought at all that this was the architecture of
‘decline’.

At some point, however, Dover’s significance for Britannia changed from
being a port of entry to being a defensive stronghold, and the welcome mat gave
way to the keep-out sign, in the shape of massive walls, which at one point cut
right through what would once have been the Grand Hotel’s lobby.

This sea-change from expansive optimism to fretful caution did not happen
overnight. Roman Britain died very slowly, with neither a bang nor a whimper,
but with rather a long-drawn-out sigh. And not for any lament for the imagined
lost liberties of Celtic Britain, but rather for Mother Rome herself. If we ask
what was wrong with Roman Britain, the answer is: not much, not, at any rate, in
the third and fourth centuries. The trouble was not here but there. Ironically, as
the taproots of Roman-British culture ran more deeply and more strongly, the
metropolitan centre of the empire began to subside into anarchy, with
multiplying emperors, conspiracies, murders and usurpations. The very core of
Roman rule, legitimacy, itself became problematic. When a new currency was
issued from Rome, it met with resentment and resistance in Britain. It was
precisely because Britannia seemed to be one of the strongest, rather than one of
the weakest, of the provinces, that when military strong men raised the standard
of revolt in York or London, they did so not in the name of national
independence but as reformers who were more Roman than the Romans — the
saviours of the empire who would descend from the chilly north to save the
languid eternal city from itself.

The most extraordinary of these men was Carausius, who started his career as
a pilot-helmsman in the muddy waters of the Belgian coast and rose through the
ranks as a captain commissioned to sweep the North Sea of pirates. Rather than



render to Caesar what was Caesar’s, Carausius proceeded to use his prizes to
build a formidable power base, going all the way in 286 and having himself
declared emperor. A succession of British historians, not least the great
eighteenth-century writer Edward Gibbon, romanticized Carausius as an
authentic early British king, an Alfred before his time, a mariner-hero. But
Carausius was really an adventurer, who used Britain as an operational base to
advance his imperial ambitions. Styling himself Marcus Aurelius Carausius,
after the most philosophical of emperors, he dressed up his military exploits with
cultural self-promotion, minting coins that referred to the onset of a new golden
age, and himself as the ‘Renovator of Rome’. Carausius’s publicity machine
may have been so good that it tempted his own second-in-command, Allectus, to
believe that he could easily take it over. So in 293 he murdered Carausius and
promptly minted his own coins before going down in defeat to a Roman army of
repression. But the general at whose feet defeated London kneeled and who was
hailed as ‘Restorer of the Light’ was Constantius, the deputy of the Emperor
Maximian and father of Constantine.

Compared to the disasters unfolding on the empire’s eastern frontiers, where
the barbarian armies were slicing deep into its territories, Britain must have
seemed, at least superficially, an impregnable rock. The defensive line of
Hadrian’s Wall was supplemented now by a chain of nine ‘Saxon Shore’ forts,
completed by Carausius and strung strategically along the eastern and southern
coasts, from Brancaster in Norfolk to Portchester in Hampshire. But manpower
had, in fact, been seriously drained by returning many of the troops to the
continental empire, where they were desperately needed. And this attrition did
not go unnoticed by Rome’s enemies, for in 367 something unprecedented
happened: a co-ordinated onslaught by three separate sets of raiders. From across
the North Sea came Anglo-Saxons, who penetrated the Saxon Shore forts and
killed their commanders. Other fortresses, traditionally assumed to be solid,
were pierced by warriors who came from lands that had never fallen under
Roman rule: Picts from central and northern Scotland and the Gaelic Dal Riata
(usually, and much more confusingly, referred to as the ‘Scoti’) from Ireland.
Villas were sacked and burned, and towns were terrifyingly cut off from any
kind of relief or reinforcement. The chronicler Ammianus wrote of London
being surrounded by gangs of looters, who pushed crowds of captured men and
cattle along the roads.

It was not all over with Britannia. Two years after the shock of the barbarian
raids, a semblance of Roman law and order had been restored and the garrisons



strengthened. But the end of the fourth century undeniably saw a crisis.
Ironically, some of the country’s helplessness in the face of outside attack was
due to its being too well-adjusted to Roman government. The continuity of town
life that lay at the heart of the system presupposed adequate defence. But that
had been left to professional troops and foreign and native auxiliaries, who could
no longer be relied on (whatever the promises from Rome) to stay put when
needed. Bereft of that protection, the most Romanized regions of the province
could not suddenly conceive of an improvised self-defence, much less do
something about it. It was on the less urbanized fringes of Britannia — in Wales,
Devon and Cornwall, and in the far north, for example, where the old British
sub-Roman warrior class had been less integrated into Roman government — that
it was possible to mount some resistance, usually led by local autocrats and
helped by rugged topography. One of them actually reoccupied the deserted fort
of Birdoswald on Hadrian’s Wall as his military headquarters.

Military peril engendered economic crisis. In the heartland of Roman Britain
generations of farmers had prospered by producing for the town markets. With
those markets now imperilled by barbarian raids, the vital connection between
town and country snapped, leaving many of the villagers to resort to cattle-and
sheep-droving. Those who stayed had no reason to be particularly loyal to the
Romano-British. As long as they were left alone, why should they care who
lorded it over Britain? For the unfree country people, the changes that were so
traumatic for their rulers were just a matter of exchanging one lot of masters for
another. So when, in 410, the Emperor Honorius responded to requests for help
from Britain by writing to the leading citizens of Britannia that from now on
they would have to defend themselves from their own resources, Romano-
patriotic resistance was hardly on the cards.

In any event, Honorius had little choice. Alaric the Goth had sacked Rome
and he had moved his capital, temporarily, to Ravenna from where he wrote his
farewell to Britain. From now on, the empire would be run from Constantinople,
and Britain, which had not been a top priority for Italy, was now no priority at all
for the new Rome East. Thoughtful historians are constitutionally allergic to
critical dates, preferring instead to de-dramatize ‘turning points’ into long-term
developments. But 410 was, in fact, one of the genuinely fateful moments in
British history. Alaric the Goth had sacked Rome, and the last two legions
departed. It was not like Hong Kong in 1997, with flags flying, pipers piping and
the governor in his chariot driving seven times around the courtyard pledging to
return. Doubtless, many among the Romano-British hoped and even assumed



that, some day, they would see the eagles back. Others — town councillors,
magistrates, tax-collectors, potters, poets, musicians and, not least, the new
Christian priests — who were facing the murky, uncertain future, told themselves
that it was bound to happen, that they could not expect to look to Mother Rome
forever, that the empire was half-infested with barbarians anyway, that they
could hire themselves some barbarians to deal with other barbarians, and that,
somehow, they would manage to see the crisis through. But in the meantime, just
to be prudent, they would bury their treasure in a hoard — coins, gems, medals —
and when the worst was over they would pull it up again and into the light of
civilization.

The best the Romano-British could do was to opt for what seemed the least
evil. At first, the warriors from the north German coast — southern Denmark,
Jutland and Lower Saxony — sailing upriver in their ‘wave-horses’ seemed a
boon, not a curse. Some sort of force was needed to stop the Picts in the north
and the Dal Riata in the west from exploiting the yawning vacuum of power left
by the exit of the legions, and an enterprising local despot like Vortigern saw in
the Saxons his very own private army — muscle that would be his to command —
and a way to make himself supreme in his corner of southeast England. What
was more, he must have reckoned that the Saxons — just a few hundred of them —
could be had on the cheap. What did they know or care about ruling? So
Vortigern offered them a patch of land on the isle ofThanet, and after they had
duly dealt with the marauding Picts, pushing them back north, he saw no reason
to go on paying them.

This was one of the more spectacular misjudgements in British history.
Around 440 the Saxon warriors expressed their displeasure at being double-
crossed by going on a rampage, the likes of which made the raids of 367 look
like a picnic. In 446 the distraught Britons, acutely aware of what Vortigern had
unleashed on southern and eastern England, made a last frantic appeal to Rome.
It was recorded in his De Excidio Britanniae (The Ruin of Britain) by the monk
Gildas, who was living in Wales in the mid-sixth century:

To Aetius, thrice consul, the groans of the Britons . . . The barbarians
push us to the sea; the sea pushes us back on the barbarians. Between
these two kinds of death, we are either drowned or slaughtered.

Gildas saw the disasters of the fifth and sixth centuries — famine, petty tyranny
and the ravaging of ‘a pack of cubs [which] burst forth from the lair of the



barbarian lioness’ — as a punishment ordained by God for the violation of his
commandments by the stiff-necked and haughty Romano-British and even by
Christians, who ‘should have been an example to the whole people [but who] lay
about, most of them, in drunken stupor’. But in making the events of British
history sound as much as possible like the plagues of Old Testament scripture
and in the interest of poetic colour — ‘fragments of corpses covered with a purple
crust of congealed blood looked as if they had been mixed up in some dreadful
wine-press’ — Gildas exaggerated the scale and the speed of the destruction. The
‘multitudes’ of the barbarian warriors were, in fact, scattered bands, who settled
(when they settled at all) rather thinly in the south and east of the country. They
were tough and threatening to be sure, and were a tiny minority in a population
still, in the sixth century, overwhelmingly Romano-British. And the
disproportion in numbers made possible famous moments of resistance, such as
the improvised action at St Albans (Verulamium), where Saint Germannus
prevailed by deploying the mightiest weapon of all, war-cries of ‘Hallelujah’, or
the battle in north Britain, perhaps in southern Scotland, described in the Welsh
epic The Gododdin written by the bard Aneirin, where the three British kings,
Cynri, Cynon and Cynrhain, and their 300 warriors, ‘wearing golden torques’
and seated on 300 fiery stallions, took on the Saxons. The most famous of all
these episodes of resistance was the battle of Mount Badon, probably fought in
516, and for some time thought to be somewhere around the hills overlooking
Bath. Much later, in the eighth century, the monk-historian Nennius imagined
the victor of Mount Badon to have been none other than Arthur, the last of the
Christian-Roman warriors to hold out against the hordes of darkness, but the
holy aura of Camelot and a king given his vocation by a Celtic wise man are a
poetic fantasy that lights up the sparsely chronicled emptiness of these uncertain,
and perhaps unknowable, times. The hero of Mount Badon is much more likely
to have been the kind of man described by Gildas as a Roman aristocrat, perhaps
an ex-officer, Ambrosius Aurelianus, whose second name still has a ring of gold
to it.

For all the epic glamour of these tales, the fifth and sixth centuries were not,
in fact, a time when the hosts of light and darkness fought over the prostrate
body of the island. A tidy compartmentalization of British history, with the
wholesale destruction of Roman Britain immediately followed by its violent
reincarnation as Anglo-Saxon England, bears no relation to the experience of the
vast majority of the inhabitants of Britain. The governing institutions of the
Roman province did, indeed, fall away, but much of the social practices and



culture and even the language of the old Britain persisted long after the arrival of
the first few bands of Saxon mercenaries and freebooters. For many generations
Romano-Britons and North Sea warriors must have lived alongside each other,
as neighbours rather than implacable foes. Since the Saxons, Jutes and Angles
were themselves looking for already-worked land with in situ peasantry (for they
had no intention of stooping to farming themselves) and since the only interest
the unfree country people had was in calculating which kind of overlord offered
the more secure protection, there was an easy fit between the new and the old.

The make-do changes that were forced on the island came about as much in
response to its economic isolation from the old world of the continental empire
as to the threats from Saxons. There was certainly contraction. Some towns, like
Exeter (Isca Dumnoniorum) were abandoned altogether; others shrank. Roads,
bath-houses, marketplaces and theatres fell into disrepair. And at some point
between 490 and 550 the bread ovens at Wroxeter (Viriconium) in Shropshire
were fired up for the last time. But what happened at Wroxeter is a good instance
of what must have been happening in many towns in this time of transition: an
adaptation rather than an obliteration. When the bath-house no longer
functioned, its tiles were used for paving. When the roof of its basilica
threatened to fall in, the citizens took down the building themselves and within
the shell constructed a new timber-winged building in the Roman style, still
commodious, whether used for private or public purposes.

Eventually, however, the adaptations became ever more makeshift and the
fabric of Roman life increasingly threadbare, until it did, indeed, fall apart
altogether. Those who remained most deeply attached to the idea of Roman
Britain evidently felt, by the middle and late sixth century, that they were
unlikely to be able to sustain it any longer in the classic heartland of Britain — the
south and east, where Jutes (in Kent), Angles (in East Anglia) and Saxons (in the
south) were arriving and settling in disruptively greater numbers. They migrated
to the north and west, or sometimes, in search of a remnant of the old trading and
market economy of the empire, some of the British took ship for the Roman
province of Gaul and Armorica (Brittany).

Certainly by the seventh century, Britannia was truly a thing of the past and
four cultures shared the islands of Britain. There was a vestigial ‘Britain’
hanging on in the west, southwest and Wales; these people were no longer
Romano-British but spoke and wrote in Celtic. The Dal Riata Gaels, who lived
in Ireland, the Hebrides and western Scotland, were part of this tradition. North
of the abandoned walls and forts the loosely confederated Pictish kingdoms, for



the most part still pagan and speaking a language that remains uncertain, were
firmly established in Scotland. And ‘England’ — the pagan realm of the Anglo-
Saxons and Jutes — was planted in the east, all the way from Jutish Kent to the
Saxon kingdom of Bernicia in Northumbria, with its stronghold at Bamburgh on
the Northumbrian coast.

Like many invaders, the Saxon chiefs and kings had a hankering to possess
what had gone before them — the old Roman ideal of the regnum Britanniae, the
kingdom of the Britons — and they often built settlements on the ruined remains
of old Roman-British towns, not least, of course, London, but in no other respect
did they remotely resemble that culture. Their political power rested on the
spoils of war and on the unwritten custom of the clan. The blood feud and the
inhumation of bodies were standard practice among them. This does not mean,
however, that the early Anglo-Saxon kingdoms were places of subhuman
brutality and ignorance, perpetrated by thugs in helmets. War was not a sport; it
was a system. Its plunder was the glue of loyalty, binding noble warriors and
their men to the king. It was the land, held in return for military service, that fed
their bellies; it was the honour that fed their pride; and it was the jewels that
pandered to their vanity. It was everything.

Although the great Anglo-Saxon poem Beowulf, written at some point
between the seventh and the tenth centuries, is an epic fantasy of a monster-
slaying hero, its vision of ceorls (free warriors) feasting in the great timbered
hall of their ‘ring-giver’ lord could not have been far from the truth. The ‘breast
mail’, helmet and golden standard presented to Beowulf are exactly reminiscent
of the body-jewellery and armour taken from the Sutton Hoo ship burial. And if
the spectacular quality of the Sutton Hoo artefacts is anything to go by, it is no
wonder that warriors would be willing to devote their lives to a lord who could
deliver such glittering prizes. One such lord was Raedwald of East Anglia, who
died around 625 and who is the best candidate to be identified with the king who
was laid out in the 85-foot-long Sutton Hoo ship, along with his splendid, rather
Roman-looking armour — helmet, mailcoat, sword, shield and spears. The ship
was then dragged from the river Deben in Suffolk, up an embankment and sunk
into a custom-dug trench. In the middle a huge coffin contained the king and his
treasure, and when the proper obsequies had been done, the boat was settled in
its grave and earth mounded over it so that it stood out on the horizon, a wave-
horse riding to the afterlife. The origin of the pieces discovered in the ship and in
separate burial mounds made clear the astonishingly global reach of the Anglo-
Saxon raiders and traders: silver from Byzantium, gold coins from Gaul,



Romano-British enamels, yellow silk from Syria and a North African bowl with
carvings of a camel and a lion. But the most spectacular item of all may well be
a great gold buckle, alive with writhing serpentine creatures over its massively
wrought surface.

Was the Sutton Hoo warrior’s resting-place to be pagan Valhalla or the
Christian paradise? Among the treasure was a pair of spoons, one with ‘Saul’
engraved on its shaft, the other with the Christian ‘Paul’. And although it seems
that Raedwald himself had been dissuaded by his wife from making the leap to
Christianity, it was not long before many of his contemporaries among the five
kingdoms of Anglo-Saxon England did. The history of the conversions between
the sixth and the eighth centuries is another of those crucial turning points in the
history of the British isles, but it is not just an episode in the history of religion.
Just as much as the exit of the legions marks the isolation of Britain from Rome,
the age of the conversions marks its return. And, paradoxically, the process
began in a country that had never been touched by Roman rule in the first place:
the land the Romans called Hibernia, which was populated by the Gaelic tribes
of the Dal Riata.

It is important to remember that the most famous of the early missionaries to
Ireland, St Patrick, was, in fact, a Romano-British aristocrat, the patricius or
patrician, as he called himself. His father was a pillar of the ruling class — a town
councillor and landed gentleman, with servile peasants at his beck and call — and
like so many of his class trying to cling to the Roman way, he was deacon in the
Christian Church. So there was nothing remotely Irish about the teenager who
was kidnapped and sold into slavery, probably from a home somewhere in
southwestern England, by Dal Riata raiders some time in the early fifth century.
By his own account, until this disaster Patrick had been idle and callow, but
during his six long years of servitude as herdsman in the ‘forest of Foclut’ (by
tradition believed to be Slemish in County Antrim) he had time to consider and
repent of his former life: ‘My faith grew and my spirit stirred and . . . I would
say up to a hundred prayers a day. I would wake to pray before dawn in all
weather: snow, frost or rain and I felt no harm as I now realize the Spirit was
within me.’

After he had escaped, probably to Brittany, had taken instruction and been
ordained, Patrick spent years in the places where Christianity had sunk the
deepest roots — Gaul, and in particular the cathedral city of Auxerre. So to the
image of Patrick the Romano-Brit we must now add Patrick the European
Christian. He was then visited by prophetic dreams. The first told him to return



home to Britain. The second, once he was in Britain, was a vision in which a
man came from Ireland bearing a letter from the people of Foclut imploring him,
the ‘holy boy, to come and walk among us’. So some time around 460 Patrick
became the Paul of the Dal Riadic western isles, a wanderer, putting his life at
risk and doing, in fact, what no other Christian evangelist had ever dared to do
by going beyond the limits of the old Roman Empire, to Ultima Thule, ‘the ends
of the earth’, to preach the gospel to the heathens. It was not an easy mission. In
Ireland he seemed to the local kings to be an enemy, a spy from Rome; to the
fathers of the Roman Church he was wasting his time on incorrigible heathens.
But despite hostility and spells of captivity, Patrick took the good fight to the
foe, targeting traditional pagan sites and festivals at which to do his preaching.

This may, in fact, have been a less confrontational tactic than it first seems,
since it was common (if controversial) for missionaries to ‘lead’ the pagans to
Christ by grafting the ancient animist cults of water and woods on to Christian
purposes. The Dal Riata kings, after all, still liked to boast of their descent from
pagan gods, so it made sense to co-opt sacred springs as sites of baptism,
venerated, spirit-inhabited groves of trees as temples of the living cross, and
traditional hillforts and burial mounds as places of preaching. And there were
other ways in which Patrick and his successors used the circumstances of Celtic
Ireland to further their mission. The rigid organization of the Roman Church,
with its disciplined hierarchies of bishops and its stress on a single centre of
authority, might have been a hard sell to take to the passionately parochial 150
kings of Ireland. Patrick was determined to establish his own independence from
the Roman-dominated British Church, with its insistence on obedience to
territorially organized bishops. He understood that the monastic ideal of retreat,
which he had learned in Gaul, perfectly matched the needs of local royal clans
and that it could be presented to them as a family matter.

Columcille, the ‘holy dove’ (Columba, in the more familiar Latin form of his
name), had an even better grip on the convergence between secular and spiritual
purposes because he (like his biographer St Adomnan) came from the
exceptionally powerful Antrim clan of the Ui Neill. The clans were, after all,
first and foremost tribal communities, presided over by the father figure of the ri
tuach, and Columcille would certainly have understood that for the king, the
founding and endowment of a monastery could be thought of as the kind of gift
that, like the donation of land or horses to a loyal warrior, established obligation;
it was a gesture from which the donor was sure to get something in return —
cattle, wealth or good fortune in battle, and perhaps not least a literate class, who



might give written form to his commands. This was probably what the king,
Conall mac Congaill, had in mind when, in 563, he granted Columcille land on
the small fertile island of Iona, off the coast of Mull. The island rapidly became
the headquarters of Columcille’s missions, both west to the Irish Dal Riata and
east through the Hebridean isles and Argyll. Throughout these lands and islands
the local kings would supply the land for the monks, peasants who could supply
them with barley and honey, the labour to build their cells and work in the forge
and sons for an abbot and monks and daughters for nuns. It was as if they were
building a holy cashel — feathers in their caps, grace for their soul. So
monasteries like Aran off the gull-swept Irish coast, with their stone walls,
circular beehive cells and encircling stone cashel walls, almost look like
strongholds: encampments for God. And this coming together of the kingly and
the sacred realms must have seemed consummated when, around 574,
Columcille actually ordained one of the Dal Riata kings, Aedan mac Gabhrain,
as a Christian priest.

At some point in the early seventh century one of the Bernician kings,
Oswald, asked Iona to send a mission to preach in his kingdom, and St Aidan’s
arrival in the northeast shortly after is properly seen as the beginning of a
momentous epoch: the gathering-in of all the peoples of Britain within the
Christian flock.

The chronicler of that extraordinary work was the Jarrow monk, Bede. To all
schoolboys of my generation he was always the ‘Venerable Bede’, and that
venerability, smelling a bit of the hairshirt and the cloister, not to mention that
daunting title of his Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (Ecclesiastical
History of England), was enough to suggest that Bede might not be a page-
turner. In fact, however, Bede is the first consummate English story-teller; an
artful retailer of wonders, a writer of brilliantly imaginative prose, capable of
conjuring up the fire-light and roasting meat of the timbered halls of the Saxon
kings or the death throes of a great war-horse. Although he spent virtually his
entire life in the Northumbrian monastery of Jarrow, where he had been
deposited by his parents when he was seven years old, Bede’s was one of the
least cloistered minds of early medieval England. He was a clear-eyed observer
of the earthiness of the Anglo-Saxon world, of its bloody feuds, its
unpredictable, sometimes infantile, dynastic quarrels, as well as its credulous
enchantment by magic. It is his acute understanding of the foibles of sinners as
well as the virtues of saints and his lack of illusions about the difficulty of



keeping the converted to the straight and narrow that make him so persuasive a
narrator.

Bede had been a child in 664 when the Synod of Whitby had debated the issue
of the precise dating of Easter (named as a baptized version of the pagan festival
of Eostre). To us, the quarrel might seem petty, but for the respective partisans
of the Celtic Irish and the Roman Churches it was crucial. For if they could not
agree on the date of the Lord’s Passion, what else could they be expected to have
in common? And despite the strong presence of the Irish, it was the Roman party
that won the day, and Bede grew up in a monastery dominated by Romanism. So
it is no surprise that Pope Gregory the Great gets a lion’s share of credit for the
conversion of the Anglo-Saxons, for it was Gregory who dispatched Augustine
to evangelize the Jutish kingdom of Kent in 597. The pope had identified
Aethelbert, the king of Kent, as a strong conversion prospect since he had
married a Frankish Christian princess, Bertha, and allowed her to keep a chapel
in the city of Canterbury, together with a bishop imported from France. Bede’s
story is the opposite of a lightning conversion. Originally the king kept the
missionary isolated from his subjects on the isle of Thanet. It was only when
Augustine and Queen Bertha, praying together, began to attract a following that
Aethelbert himself was won over. And it was as a result of their daughter,
Aethel-burga, marrying Edwin, the king of Northumbria, that he, too, became a
convert. Throughout his history Bede sees, without any starry-eyed
sentimentality, what kind of incentives could overcome the deep mistrust and
anxiety of the pagan kings when they were asked to desert their traditional gods.
In a world full of fighting the prospect of the Lord of Hosts fighting on their side
was, at least, worth pondering. And then there was sheer curiosity. Edwin of
Northumbria, for example, summoned a meeting of wise men to advise him on
the adoption or rejection of the new Church and improbably begins with the high
priest of the old religion admitting that his cult has no ‘virtue or advantage’. He
is followed by a Saxon noble, who makes the single most touching speech in
Bede’s entire history, which is all the more credible for being an argument for
conversion based on nothing more than a gambler’s fretful hunch.

Such seemeth to me, my lord the present life of men here on earth . . . as
if a sparrow should come to the house and very swiftly flit
through . . . which entereth in at one window and straightaway passeth
out through another while you sit at dinner with your captains and
servants in wintertime; the parlour being then made warm with the fire



kindled in the midst thereof, but all places being troubled with raging
tempests of winter rain and snow. Right for the time it be within the
house it feeleth no smart of the winter storm but after a very short space
of fair weather it soon passeth again from winter to winter and escapeth
your sight. So the life of man here appeareth for a little season, but what
followeth or what hath gone before that surely we know not. Wherefore
if this new learning hath brought us any better surety, methinks it is
worthy to be followed.

It is typical of Bede to put this clinching speech, so startling in its pragmatism, in
the mouth of a nobleman. For the Church in Anglo-Saxon England (just as in
Ireland and Pictish Scotland) was a natural extension of the aristocracy and was
dominated by men and women of high birth. The twin monasteries of Jarrow and
Monkwearmouth had been founded in the seventh century by Benedict Biscop,
an ex-warrior-lord, a thegn, at the Northumbrian court, who had become a monk
after travelling through Frankish Christian Europe. Grandeur mattered to these
lordly abbots, conscious as they were of being the next generation of purified
Romans. St Wilfrid, the aristocratic bishop of York, deliberately used part of
Hadrian’s Wall to build at Hexham a basilica worthy of Roman authority. And
their monasteries and churches were decorated with aggressive magnificence (in
contrast to the simplicity and austerity of the Irish church). Biscop had brought
back from his travels in Italy teams of stonemasons, glaziers and jewellers and
shot-silk hangings embroidered with the scriptures and lives of the saints. He
also imported a singing master from Rome to teach the monks the chant as sung
at St Peter’s. And when one of these princes of the Church travelled he was
followed by an imposing retinue, as many as eighty monks, just as if he had been
a great lord. Attacked on a beach in Sussex, St Wilfrid’s men swore, in the
Anglo-Saxon style, to fight, ‘death with honor or life with victory’.

The monasteries needed manpower for their most exacting work — copying the
sacred texts and histories of the early Church — and places like Jarrow and
Lindisfarne were production-lines of books that would ensure the survival of
Latin and Christian literature, and they needed an industrial approach to carry it
off. It took over 2000 parchment folios to copy the works of Gregory the Great;
500 calf-skins to make a single bible. And although Lindisfarne, founded by the
Iona monk St Aidan, was originally a simpler place than Jarrow, it, too, had a
jewellery shop that could work on the binding and cases made for its own
glorious bible, decorated by the monk Eadfrith. Eadfrith is, arguably, the first



English master-artist to whom we can put a name. Along with the many
unknown brethren who worked with him on the Lindisfarne bible (inscribing, for
example, over 10,000 little red dots around a single folio capital), he brought to
sacred art the ancient British feeling for the coiling, curling, spiralling line, first
visible in Neolithic jewellery. Remarkably, the same beaked, serpentine
creatures that twist over the Sutton Hoo buckle reappear on the densely beautiful
‘carpet pages’ of the Lindisfarne Gospel, a startling testimony to the fusion
between pagan and Christian motifs with which the greatest Anglo-Saxon art is
saturated.

The Lindisfarne Gospels were almost certainly intended for the shrine of the
abbey’s most charismatic holy man, St Cuthbert, whose life was recorded in a
separate work by Bede. It is a biography that exemplified the need of the Anglo-
Saxon Church, not just for scholars and figures of authority such as St Wilfrid,
but for men who seemed to personify the beatific simplicity of the earliest
Christian hermits. Cuthbert came from the same high-status family as St Wilfrid
and Benedict Biscop, but although he dutifully obeyed the Roman line that had
been laid down after the Synod ofWhitby, his own training had been more in
keeping with the Irish tradition of ascetic simplicity, and he spent a great deal of
time striding about the Cheviots, tending both human and woolly flocks and
visiting the sick and poor. He became a prior at Lindisfarne when he was thirty
years old, and his reputation for mysterious saintliness had already provoked
comment among the monks of the Northumbrian coast. There was, to begin
with, his habit of stealing away and, some said, standing knee-deep in freezing
seawater and chanting the psalms — the kind of habit in which innocence and
ostentatiousness seemed suspiciously mixed. When he was visiting Coldingham
abbey he was surreptitiously followed by a brother who did, indeed, find
Cuthbert up to his shins in the rockpools, singing away while the moon shone
down. All scepticism melted at daybreak, however, when the saint was seen
kneeling on the sand while two sea otters emerged from the water and rubbed
their furry bodies on his feet to make them warm and dry.

Even Lindisfarne was too gregarious for Cuthbert’s meditations, however, so
when he was forty he retreated still farther, out to the island of Farne, where he
was left alone to grow barley and commune with the puffins. When, in 684, the
Northumbrian king, Egfrith, wanted to persuade Cuthbert to return to the
mainland as bishop, it was the king who had to make the journey over the
choppy waves to Farne in a predictably futile attempt at persuasion. It was, in
any case, too late. Cuthbert died in 687. The monks came to fetch his body from



Farne and when they reached Lindisfarne, the boat was met by a huge assembly
of the pious chanting psalms. Eleven years later, when the brethren of
Lindisfarne decided to raise a shrine in his honour and disinterred him from the
chapel of St Peter, they found to their amazement that his body showed no signs
of decomposition.

It was because St Cuthbert was so passionately venerated that, in 793, before
the men called ‘the wolfcoats’ and ‘the berserks’ could do his remains any harm,
the Lindisfarne monks, knowing that precious shrines were a favourite target of
the Viking sea-raiders, took his body from Lindisfarne and spent seven years
wandering with it, looking for some safer place of refuge. For in that year, The
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reports:

dire potents appeared over Northumbria . . . immense whirlwinds and
flashes of lightning and fiery dragons were seen flying through the air.
A great famine followed and a little after that, on the 8th of June, the
ravages of heathen men miserably destroyed God’s church at
Lindisfarne.

If you look hard enough, it is possible to find some good in any culture (except,
perhaps, in certain candidates from the twentieth century), and in recent years,
for the best possible motives, historians of the Vikings have been at pains to
dispel the mythology that theirs was a sail-and-slash-burn-rape-and-pillage
culture. It is known now that it was pressure of population on poor Scandinavian
land that got them into their boats in Norway and Denmark and that they came
bearing amber, fur and walrus ivory (as well as a bad attitude), and that their
sagas were full of epic heroics. It is certainly true that when the Vikings (in the
tenth century, for example) settled down as colonizers (and even as farmers) the
dynamism of their trade and the beauty of their artefacts perhaps offset their
ferocious belligerence. Cities such as Dublin and York thrived under their
overlordship, enough for the latter to have recently invented a ‘Jorvik’ theme
park, devoted to projecting a warmer, cuddlier image of the Vikings.

But with the best will in the world, the idea of the early Vikings as speedy
Baltic commercial travellers, singing their sagas as they rowed to a new market
opening, doesn’t ring quite true. Towards the end of the eighth century the reeve
Beaduheard in Dorchester went to meet what he innocently supposed was a fleet
of peacefully inclined Norse trading ships. He directed them to the loyal royal
estate and was thanked for his helpfulness by an axe in the face. The Vikings



were certainly partial to one kind of inventory — people (including women),
whom they sold as slaves. A thousand such slaves were taken from Armagh in
one raid alone in 869. A burial dated to 879 contained a Viking warrior with his
sword, two ritually murdered slave girls and the bones of hundreds of men,
women and children — his very own body count to take with him to Valhalla.

So it seems likely that the inhabitants of ninth-century Britain would have had
some difficulty in finding the Norsemen ethnographically fascinating, being too
busy defending themselves against dismemberment or being dragged off into
captivity. Just because so many of the tales of their early impact on Anglo-Saxon
life are alarmingly violent, and because they come from Anglo-Saxon, Church
sources, does not necessarily mean they were untrue. Gaelic sources tell much
the same story. At Strangford Lough, the ancient abbey closely associated with
St Patrick’s earliest preaching in Ireland was completely destroyed. In 795
another of the iconic sites of the Christianization of Britain — Iona — was sacked,
and in 806 sixty-eight of its monks were killed. Houses, then, which were
vulnerable to attack from rivers, loughs or coastal estuaries had very good cause
to take the Viking threat seriously. A small cathedral at Bradwell-on-Sea in
Essex, founded in the seventh century by a far-ranging mission from
Northumbria, had been built on the foundations of a Roman fortification, and the
monks must have been grateful for the solid masonry defences while they waited
nervously for Viking raids, which they knew, sooner or later, would strike fast
and fierce.

On the positive side, however, there was one thing that the Vikings did
manage to do — albeit inadvertently — and that was to create the need for a
consolidated kingdom of England and of Alba, too, which eventually became
known as Scotland. This was not what they had in mind when their longships
sailed swiftly and lethally upstream. What they had in mind, principally, was
loot. The Vikings came from a Scandinavian society that was itself a near-
anarchy of warrior lords, making gestures of allegiance to their kings in
Denmark and Norway, but for the most part being permitted to operate as
freebooters, taking as much land, plunder and captives as they wished. Better the
marauder away than the marauder at home. The idea, before the Vikings began
to settle themselves in occupied areas of eastern and northern England, was to
inflict enough violence on a kingdom for its ruler to buy them off, preferably in
hard silver. The principle was crude, but the delivery of the violence was
efficient, and it hit the Saxon kingdoms at a time when they were themselves
divided both between and within each other. The marriage alliances between the



Saxon states had proved, under pressure, to be no guarantee of military
solidarity, especially when Viking damage might be thought of as a calamity for
somebody other than yourself. In fact, some of the Saxon rulers repeated the
mistakes of the Romano-British four centuries before, by actually welcoming the
invaders as a useful auxiliary.

Before he died in 735 Bede had worried a great deal about whether the
Christian tree of belief had been planted deeply enough to survive the threats he
saw coming from both pagan resurgence in the shape of the Norsemen and the
new militant religion of Islam, which had thrust deep into the heart of Christian
Spain and France. But even Bede’s pessimism couldn’t begin to imagine the
scale of devastation that the Vikings would inflict on Northumbria, not only on
Lindisfarne, but on his own monastery at Jarrow, and at Monkwearmouth and
Iona, the capture of York and, most painful of all, the burning of the great
libraries of the monasteries. When he heard of the annihilation at Lindisfarne,
Alcuin of York, the court scholar to Charlemagne, the great Frankish Holy
Roman Emperor, wrote: ‘Behold the church of St Cuthbert, spattered with the
blood of the priests of God.’

By smashing the power of most of the Saxon kingdoms, the Vikings
accomplished what, left to themselves, the warring kings, earls and thegns in
England and the mutually hostile realms of Dal Riata and Pictland in the north
could never have managed: some semblance of alliance against a common foe.
After two decades of attacks in the north, the Pictish king Constantine I,
consciously taking his name from the first Roman-Christian emperor, defeated
the Dal Riata and united the kingdoms in 811. Likewise, it took the threat of
common, irreversible catastrophe for the rulers of what remained of non-Viking
England to bury their differences and submit to the overlordship of a single king,
a king of all England. To attract this kind of unprecedented allegiance, such a
figure would have to be exceptional, and Alfred, of course, fitted the bill. The
Tudors thought him inspiring enough to award him, alone of all their
predecessors, the honorific appellation of ‘Great’ in direct analogy with
Charlemagne, Charles the Great. And for all the mythology about Alfred, it can’t
be said that they were wrong. The Anglo-Saxons called him Engele hirde, engele
dirling (England’s shepherd, England’s darling).
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When he was born — in Wantage in 849 — the youngest son of King
Aethelwulf and the grandson of King Egbert of Wessex, that realm, through the
usual combination of war and marriage, had replaced the midland kingdom of
Mercia as the dominant Saxon kingdom. The Vikings were still largely thought
of as periodic inconveniences, mounting raids, stealing as much as they could
from shrines or busy Saxon market towns like Hamwic (the ancestor of modern
Southampton), extorting money and then mercifully departing to enjoy the
proceeds. But of late their fleets had been getting bigger — thirty, thirty-five ships
at a time — and their stays were becoming ominously more protracted. In the
850s they began to stay through the entire winter in Thanet and Sheppey in Kent.
In 850 a fleet, which The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle put as high as 350 ships,
captured Canterbury and London and sent the Mercian king, Berhrtwulf,
packing. Nor could silver be relied on any longer to keep them at arm’s length.
In 864 the ealdormen (noblemen) of Kent had duly coughed up but the Vikings
had decided to put the area to the sword anyway, just for the hell of it. The
following year, 865—6, was the year in which the great Christian kingdom of
Northumbria was destroyed at the hands of the biggest Viking fleet Britain had
yet seen, with York falling in 867. By 876 the Northumbrian lands were being
shared out among their principal chiefs. In 869 it was the turn of the king of East
Anglia, Edmund, who, sick of making the usual payments, turned to resistance
and suffered decapitation and impalement. It was now obvious to Aethelred, the
king of Wessex, and to his only surviving brother, Alfred, that they, too, could
not avoid confronting the Vikings for very much longer.

Much of what we know about Alfred comes from the biography written by the
Welsh monk Asser, invited to the king’s court and doubtless eager to sing his
praises. Allowing for idealization, though, the portrait somehow has the ring of
truth, even the child already hungry for learning. Asser’s most famous tale of the
boy-wonder describes Alfred’s mother offering to give a decorated book of
Anglo-Saxon poetry to whichever child could learn the contents. Needless to
say, Alfred not only committed the poems to memory but recited them out loud
to his mother, half bookworm, half show-off.

But these were not bookish times. In 868, with the Vikings wintering in
Mercian Nottingham, Alfred was married, in an obvious tactical alliance, to
Eahlswith, whose mother was a member of the Mercian royal family. By 870 the
Danes were in Reading, a direct challenge to the kingdom of Wessex. In 871 the
two brothers, Aethelred and Alfred, fought a series of battles culminating in the
victory of Ashdown. But before he could enjoy the success, Aethelred died,



leaving Alfred the kingdom. The news that a second, enormous Viking army had
come to Reading was not reassuring. With the collapse ofWessex apparently
imminent, the entirety of Anglo-Saxon England seemed about to go the way of
Roman Britain.

But then a series of small miracles intervened. The one failing in the otherwise
impressive Viking killing machine was its tendency to congratulate itself on
victory by splitting itself into pieces; not so much divide and conquer as conquer
and divide. Presumably confident it could never be withstood, the great pagan
Viking armies of 865 and 871 went their separate ways. In 874 some of the
senior class of 865 returned to Norway, the rest settling down in Northumbria for
the long term. The junior class of 871, led by a jarl (chieftain) called Guthrum,
moved to Cambridge, from where it calculated it would make Wessex, to the
south and west, its very own milch-cow. When Guthrum moved on Gloucester,
this seemed about to happen.

For the moment, Alfred had no choice but to temporize, making treaties and
exchanging hostages with Guthrum in an attempt to get the Vikings out of
Wessex and into Mercia. For a while, the tactic seemed to work, even though
Alfred must have been pessimistic about holding a pagan like Guthrum to any
kind of sworn oath. Sure enough, on Twelfth Night, January 878, in the dead of
winter and knowing that Christians like Alfred were distracted with celebrating
the Epiphany, the Vikings launched a surprise attack on the royal Wessex town
of Chippenham. The plan must have included the capture of the king and it very
nearly succeeded. Virtually defenceless, Alfred was forced to take flight.

What happened next is the heart of Alfred’s legend. A fugitive in the bulrush-
choked swamps of Athelney, he began to turn the tide against the enemy, using
the inaccessible bogs as a defensive stronghold. Asser describes the prototype of
the guerrilla fighter, leading ‘a life of great distress amidst the woody and
marshy places of Somerset [with] nothing to live on except what could be
foraged from raids’, reduced to begging hospitality from peasants, including the
swineherd’s wife, who gave him such a bad time for burning her cakes. The
stories, both then and later, have the tone of scripture (or at least apocrypha): a
proud king reduced to abject destitution and stoical humility (especially when
dressed down by an indignant woman); but then, when flattened by misfortune,
blessed with the inspiration to take hold of his and his country’s destiny. In one
of the many later stories surrounding the wandering king on the run, no less a
person than St Cuthbert (who else?) appears and asks to share his meal. The king
obliges. The stranger vanishes only to appear in full saintly get-up, promising



eventual success and urging Alfred, like Gideon, to trust in God and blow blasts
on his battle horn to summon his friends.

By the spring of 878 Alfred had managed to piece together an improvised
alliance of resistance, and at King Egbert’s stone, on the borders of Wiltshire
and Somerset, he took command of an army that, two days later, fought and
defeated Guthrum’s Vikings at Edington. It was a victory so complete that
Alfred was able to pursue them all the way back to Chippenham and besiege
them for two weeks before the Viking chief capitulated. And this was no
ordinary surrender. Guthrum was sufficiently impressed by the power of
Alfred’s battle-god that he decided forthwith to enrol in the ranks of the
Christian soldiers along with thirty of his warriors. He accepted baptism at the
church of Aller in Somerset, where Alfred stood as his godfather, raising him
from the font. The hitherto fiercely pagan Viking lords were now clad not in
armour but, head to foot, in the soft white cloth of converts; their baptismal
garments removed on Alfred’s royal estate at Wedmore as the solemn
ceremonies were completed. So the victory over Guthrum was both martial and
spiritual. Alfred had made a believer of him and received him into the
community of the English Church, so it was now possible to make a sacred,
binding treaty (so the king must have hoped anyway) in which Guthrum agreed
to be content with his mastery of East Anglia and desist from attacking Wessex,
Mercia or the territories of Essex and Kent, also ruled from Wessex proper. And
this seems to be more or less what happened. Guthrum withdrew to Hadleigh in
Sussex where perhaps he spent a bucolic retirement pottering about in un-
Viking-like harmlessness.

Alfred was much too intelligent to be carried away by a premature sense of
triumph. A single jarl and his army had been defeated, not the whole of the
Viking power in England. By the end of the ninth century it was more than ever
clear that the Norsemen were in the island for the long haul, no longer as raiders
and pirates but as colonists. Alfred’s best hope was containment, for a modus
vivendi with a Christianized and, therefore, relatively peaceable Viking realm.
And although it was not quite the epic of historiographical legend, Edington did
make the Viking kings pause in their sweep across the island and bought Alfred
fourteen years of priceless respite, a period in which he constructed a formidable
chain of thirty defensive forts called burhs, permanently manned garrisons,
strategically based on the accumulated military wisdom of generations of
ancestors: Iron Age hillforts, Roman roads, and Saxon dykes and ditches. His
part-time army of the fyrd, raised from the thegns who owed service to his senior



lords, was now equipped with horses, and put on rotational shifts of duty, so that
whenever and wherever the Vikings appeared, they would always have a serious
opposing force to contend with. When the Vikings did return in the early 890s,
as Alfred had anticipated, they no longer had the operational freedom they had
enjoyed in their marauding heyday in the middle of the ninth century. Alfred’s
campaign forced the Vikings to settle for much less than half of the country, and
a border running through East Anglia, eastern Mercia and Northumbria hardened
into a frontier between Danish and Saxon England.

It was, at best, a stand-off. But when in 886 Alfred entered London (which he
had refounded on its old Roman site, rather than the Mercian-Saxon Lundenwic
sited near present-day Aldwych and the Strand), something of a deep
significance happened. He was, as Asser wrote, acclaimed as the sovereign lord
of ‘all the English people not under subjection to the Danes’. And it was at this
time that he began to be called ‘King of the Anglo-Saxons’. Some coins of the
period actually go further and style him rex Anglorum (king of the English), the
title with which his grandson Aethelstan would be crowned in 927. So there can
be no question that during Alfred’s lifetime the idea of a united English kingdom
had become conceivable and even desirable. The exquisite ‘Alfred Jewel’, which
was found not far from Athelney, bears an extraordinary enamelled face, perhaps
like the similar Fuller brooch, its staring eyes symbolizing Sight or Wisdom, a
wholly apt quality to celebrate an omniscient prince. The ‘Alfred Jewel’ is
inscribed on its side with the legend Aelfred mec heht gewyrcan (Alfred caused
me to be made). The same perhaps could be said of his reinvention of an English
monarchy.

In truth, the Anglo-Saxon kingdom of England was still as much a work in
progress as was the mac Ailpin kingdom in Scotland under Kenneth I. But by the
time he died in 899, Alfred certainly had transformed the office of kingship
itself. What had been a warrior chieftaincy, the giver of rings (and Alfred was
still celebrated as the greatest ring-giver of all), was now also an institution of
classical and biblical pretensions. The king who was the translator of the psalms
could never have been far from thinking of himself as a new David or Solomon.
Like David, he would be the right arm of the Church of God — and a sword
found at Abingdon suggests just how seriously he took this role. Like Solomon,
Alfred assumed that the authority of the king should rest on something other
than the arbitration of force, namely justice. So he was the first of the kings to
set about combining the different law codes and the penalties for their infraction
into a single, coherent whole and having them written and translated so that his



subjects (or at least the half of them that were free, for it must always be kept in
mind that Saxon England was a slave society) could have access to royal justice
as a matter of course. To be sure, the justice that Alfred offered was kept well
within the bounds of realism. Aware of the hopelessness of attempting to outlaw
the blood vendetta, Alfred merely insisted that the king should regulate it, giving
a grace period, for example, to the attacked party to come to terms before he was
set upon. Pained by the memory of the Viking burning of monastic libraries,
Alfred also saw the king as an educator. In his translation of Boethius’s De
consolatione philosophiae (The Consolation of Philosophy) Wisdom gets the
best lines, but Alfred’s commitment to instruction was also of a practical kind.
Establishing schools, not just for his family and the court but for all his nobility
too, was a statement of intent that henceforth those who presumed to govern in
the name of the king should do so as literate, educated men, rather than as the
bearers of swords and the takers of purses.

It was an extraordinary thing that Alfred’s most fervent conviction was that
the condition of exercising power was the possession of knowledge. Of how
many other rulers of British realms could that truly be said?

The Saxon kings had come a long way from the ferocious pagan axemen of
the adventum to the makers of libraries! Of course, this vision of a peaceful,
studious Anglo-Saxon Wessex was more of a noble ideal than an imminent
reality. More than half the country was securely in the grip of the Vikings, and
although in the tenth century the sovereignty of the Wessex-based kings of
England would extend to the border of the Tweed, it was on condition that the
Viking zone of control, the ‘Danelaw’ as it came to be known, would enjoy its
own considerable autonomy. By the end of the tenth century a second coming of
aggressive Viking raids would once again attempt to reach deep into the territory
of Anglo-Saxon England, and early in the eleventh century a Danish king, Cnut,
would reign over the whole country south of Hadrian’s Wall. But he would reign
largely as the beneficiary of the Anglo-Saxon government established by Alfred
and his successors.

Although the dynasty of the house of Wessex was battered and bloodied
through all these years of tribulation, and was often on the point of being wiped
out altogether, the ideal of English kingship that had crystallized under Alfred
persisted. And it is one of the most profound ironies of early British history that
it was, at heart, a Roman ideal of rule, which was implanted in the breasts of the
Saxon cultures usually thought of as having buried the classical tradition. This
was equally true north of the Tweed, where the kings of Alba (as they called the



old Pictland after 900) named their sons alternately with Gaelic and Latin names
— so that a Prince Oengus would be brother to a Prince Constantine. Alfred had,
in many ways, been the most Roman of Saxons. When he was just a child, in
853, his father, Aethelwulf, had sent him on a special mission to Rome where
Pope Leo IV had dressed the little fellow in the imperial purple of a Roman
consul and set around his waist the sword-belt of a Romano-Christian warrior. In
854-5 he had spent another whole year in Rome with his father, collecting the
kind of memories, even of the Palatine hill in ruins, that an Anglo-Saxon would
hardly forget. Learning Latin in his adult life and translating Pope Gregory’s
Pastoral Care finally set the seal on this ardent Christian Romanism. And during
the pontificate of Pope Maximus II, Alfred inaugurated the tradition by which
every year, in return for freeing the English quarter of the city from taxes, the
alms of the king and people of England would be sent to Rome, a tradition that
ended only with the reformation of Henry VIII.

Of course, the Rome to which Alfred was evidently devoted was not the pagan
empire from which Claudius and Hadrian had sent their legions into the island,
inventing Britannia. It was, rather, the new Roman Christian empire. If Alfred
had had a model in mind for his own exalted concept of kingship it surely would
have been Charlemagne, and Alfred’s policy of bringing learned clerics to court
seems to have been in direct emulation of the Frankish emperor. All the same,
when his great-grandson, Edgar, was crowned, twice over, in 973 with
solemnities designed by Dunstan, the Archbishop of Canterbury (who must have
known something about antiquity), the rituals that remain at the heart of English
coronation to this day — the anointing, the investment with orb and sceptre, the
cries of acclamation, ‘Long live the king, may the king live forever’ — owed as
much to the Roman as to the Frankish tradition. And where did those two
coronations take place? In the two places in England that most profoundly
embodied the fusion of Rome and ancient Britain: Bath and Chester.

For whatever else he understood about this, Edgar was bright enough to know
that, if he were to survive, the one thing a king of England could not afford was
insularity.



CHAPTER 2

CONQUEST

HISTORIANS LIKE A quiet life, and usually they get it. For the most part, history
moves at a deliberate pace, working its changes subtly and incrementally.
Nations and their institutions harden into shape or crumble away like sediment
carried by the flow of a sluggish river. English history in particular seems the
work of a temperate community, seldom shaken by convulsions. But there are
moments when history is unsubtle; when change arrives in a violent rush,
decisive, bloody, traumatic; as a truck-load of trouble, wiping out everything that
gives a culture its bearings — custom, language, law, loyalty.

1066 was one of those moments. Lately, a campaign has been waged to
minimize the significance of the battle of Hastings, beginning with elaborate
exercises in name-correction. And the battle did indeed happen, not at Hastings
itself, but many miles inland at a place the Saxons called ‘senlach’ and the
Normans corrupted into ‘sang-lac’, the lake of blood. But nomenclature is surely
beside the point. The point is whether what happened in southeast Wessex in the
autumn of 1066 was a faint tremor, barely disturbing the routine of a settled
society, or, as most historians have assumed, the opening of a massive fault-line
in the continuity of our history: the end of something and the beginning of
something else. Was it, in fact, an annihilation?

It is certainly true that, for the majority of the population of Anglo-Saxon
England (let alone the rest of Britain), 1066 was mostly a matter of exchanging
lords. The slaves at the bottom of Anglo-Saxon society who could be bought and
sold could hardly have cared less what language their masters spoke. Peasant
villeins (unfree tenants or serfs) ploughed their fields, fed swill to their pigs,
prayed to avoid poverty and pestilence and watched the seasons roll round. But
it’s always possible, of course, by looking at events from the point of view of the
apolitical, to see even the greatest enormities as marginal to the imperturbable



rhythms of social routine. And it’s a truism that every spring, the grass came up
green again. This year, however, there were bones under the buttercups and the
entire governing class of Anglo-Saxon England, some 4000 or 5000 thegns, had
been made to vanish and authority, wealth, men and beasts had been given to
foreigners. You could survive and still be English. You could even speak the
language. But politically you were now a member of the underclass, the inferior
race. You were a peon. You lived in England, but it was no longer your country.
And that change, by any standards, was a trauma.

A change of overlord was nothing new in England. Exactly a half-century
before the battle of Hastings, in 1016, the country abruptly became, in effect, the
southernmost province of a great Baltic—Danish maritime empire, ruled by its
Christian king, Cnut. This had not been an inevitable change, but neither was it
altogether a surprise. At the end of the tenth and the beginning of the eleventh
century all the old nightmares had come back to haunt the Anglo-Saxon
kingdom. Viking raids had resumed with a vengeance in the 990s, but unlike the
earlier expeditions, which had been freebooting affairs, carried out by
opportunistic jarls in search of a killing, they were now more like the colonial
arm of official Danish policy. Shut out of continental Europe by the military
power of the Ottonian monarchy, the Danes had reverted to their ambition of
breaking out from the de facto frontiers of the Danelaw in eastern England,
destroying the power of the Saxon realms of Wessex and Mercia and subjecting
the entire country between the river Tweed and the Welsh borders to their rule.
The battle of Maldon in 991, on the Essex shore, lamented in a great Anglo-
Saxon epic poem, at which the ealdorman of Essex, Byrhtnoth, was killed and
defeated by the Viking prince, Olaf Tryggvason, has the resonance of a national
rather than just a regional disaster. It came at a time when the authority of the
reigning king ofWessex, Edgar’s youngest son, Aethelred, had already suffered
so badly from the Viking offensive that he could not be sure of the allegiance of
many of his leading ealdormen and thegns. The conversion of his name
‘Aethelred’ (good counsel) into a nickname ‘Unraed’ (bad counsel) was a
painful joke, and although recorded only after the Conquest might well have
been contemporary — an ominous sign of the loss of deference. After the battle of
Maldon the Vikings began to exact heavy tribute from Saxon lands, which,
without guaranteed protection (or the threat of retribution) from Aethelred, the
Saxons often chose to pay, thereby subsidizing the long-term presence of further
Viking fleets. The elaborate chain of power and allegiance that Alfred and his
successors had put together seemed to be coming unstrung.



But not completely and not yet. Although the Danish king, Sweyn I, a pious
convert to Christianity, made no secret of his ambition to become king of
England, it took twenty years of grim campaigning before it came within reach.
First, he had to defeat his principal Viking rival, Tryggvason, who became king
of Norway in 995; then he had to persuade the majority of English ealdormen to
assent to his kingship. By 1013 this had indeed taken place. But within a few
years, fathers gave way to sons: Sweyn I died unpredictably in 1014, leaving the
kingdom to his son, Cnut. Aethelred followed in 1016, survived by his son,
Edmund Ironside. In October 1016 Ironside suffered a disastrous defeat at
Ashingdon in Essex at the hands of Cnut and was forced, despite his more direct
claim to the throne, to make a treaty. The house of Wessex was to keep its own
realm, full of estates, churches and abbeys, but the Danes were to have
everything else. Then, later that same year, in November 1016, without any
warning, Edmund followed his father to the grave, and the last piece of England
dropped sweetly into Cnut’s lap. Two years later he inherited Denmark from his
brother.

Did England now become as thoroughly Danish as it would be Norman fifty
years later? Much of the country, from York through East Anglia — and beyond
England in the Norse earldom of Orkney and the Viking port city of Dublin —
could already be said to have been colonized, in the sense that their economic
and cultural life was redirected northeast and east towards the trading empire of
Scandinavia. The countless towns with name-endings in -by and -thorp bear the
marks of their Viking origin to this day. But in Wessex and Mercia it was much
less clear who was colonizing whom. Cnut began his reign in the usual way with
a wedding and a slaughter. In 1002 Aethelred had had no compunction about
ordering a general massacre of Danes, the better to pre-empt a fifth column.
Now it was Cnut’s turn to wipe out his major competitor, Edmund Ironside’s
brother Eadric, as well as those Saxon magnates whom he suspected of
disloyalty, in particular the earls of Mercia and East Anglia, whose earldoms
were given to the Viking nobles, Eric and Thorkell the Tall, who had delivered
the throne of England to him. That was the way things were done in the Mafia-
like world of eleventh-century Europe: a nice clean slate, with no athelings
(nobles of royal descent) left to cause problems later on. Finally, Cnut lost no
time in taking Aethelred’s widow, Emma, as his own wife even though she was
old enough to be his mother.

But the marriage of Emma and Cnut was designed less for carnal joy than
political convenience. It was another aspect of what was, in effect, a hostile take-



over, rather than a complete effacement. For although he made his Danish
friends into powerful earls, Cnut was shrewd enough to run England the English
way. He would have been foolish to think of doing anything else since he had
inherited the most intensively administered, best organized government in early
medieval Europe (and, by the time Cnut had finished with it, the most heavily
taxed as well). Late Anglo-Saxon England was politically volatile but
institutionally stable. Beyond the mayhem at court and the bloodshed of the
battlefield, churches were being built, cases were being heard in court,
merchandise was being produced and marketed and a strong and copious
coinage was being minted. And from the few fragmentary survivals we can see
that this was also a culture of great sophistication and versatility. The stunning
ivories, dazzlingly coloured psalters, intensely emotional Passion scenes, vividly
animated birds and beasts, coming from the great ecclesiastical powerhouses of
Winchester and Canterbury, are the equal of the best work to be found anywhere
in Christian Europe.

In the nineteenth century medieval historians saw in Anglo-Saxon government
the foundation of institutions they themselves recognized and celebrated, and
while there was a good deal of retrospective sentimentalization about an
imagined Saxon ‘golden age’, they were not completely wrong. South of the
Humber, England was divided into the shires that persisted to 1974, each one
with a court to administer royal justice and governed by the powerful ealdormen
who governed in the king’s name. And the shires were themselves subdivided
into smaller jurisdictions, called hundreds, with their own courts, which all
freemen were supposed to attend and which were held monthly, presumably to
hear local disputes and misdemeanours. A famous law from Aethelred’s time
even mentions a ‘jury’ of twelve thegns, deputed to seek out and bring
malefactors to trial, an institution usually thought of as the invention of the
twelfth century. In the hide — the land deemed adequate to support a free family,
but usually about 120 acres — the government had the basic statistical unit,
always rounded up, through which it could assess the liability of shires, hundreds
and burghs for taxes and the military draft. At the local level the reeve was
responsible for law, taxes, the upkeep of roads and the provision of men for the
fyrd (the part-time soldiery, mostly thegns and their beholden tenants, obliged to
do military service). With this governmental machinery at their disposal, it was
no wonder that the Anglo-Saxon kings felt empowered to legislate. And when
they made laws eliminating cattle-rustling and sent them, signed and sealed, to



their senior magnates, the ealdormen, and then on through the sheriff, they
expected those writs to be faithfully obeyed.

There was, then, no reason for Cnut to upset the heavily laden apple-cart that
was early eleventh-century England. He kept its bishops in place, and Wulfstan,
Archbishop of York, who had been responsible for much of Aethelred’s
moralizing legislation, continued undisturbed in his authority. It must have been
Waulfstan who was responsible for Cnut’s decision to issue a code of laws (thus
aligning himself with Alfred and Edgar), with all kinds of head masterly
homilies reminding clergy and laity of their proper duties: reminders about
abstinence from meat in Lent; instructions on what part of a dead earl’s property
the king might lawfully claim; how a cottager’s wife might defend herself when
stolen property, put there without her knowledge, was discovered in her house.
Cnut even began the practice of addressing public letters to his subjects, an early
exercise in royal damage limitation, offering a kind of contract to the stubbornly
disaffected: ‘I will shut down my raiding parties if you submit peacefully to my
rule.’

In so far as Cnut was a successful Danish colonialist, bringing England twenty
years of respite from what had been constant warfare, it was because he was
prepared to govern the country the Saxon way and from England, rather than as
an absentee emperor based in Scandinavia. Add to that his mistrust of the few
Viking nobles, like Thorkell the Tall, whom he had promoted to earldoms, and
his dependence on shrewd, well-informed English advisers becomes all the more
obvious. Such men had to know about hides and taxes; loyalty and conspiracy;
when to cosset the Church and when to fleece it; these men could smell treasure
or treason miles away, however deeply it was buried. To be reliable, such men
also needed to be unconnected with the old royal house of Wessex. And if these
new men did their work well, and loyally, Cnut made them noble and rich,
powers in the land.

No one laboured more conscientiously or was more lavishly rewarded than
Earl Godwine. He had risen far, fast. The son of a South Saxon thegn, Wulfnoth,
he had excelled as a freelance pirate raider along the south coast of England in
the years when authority was slipping from Aethelred’s grasp. So Godwine
appreciated early on the Danish connection between violence, riches and
government. On his way up he took care that he married a Danish aristocratic
wife, Gytha, and gave his children Viking names, like Sweyn and Harold. He
was, in his own person, a symbol of England’s adaptation to the reality of Viking
power. And in short order he made himself indispensable as a source of



intelligence and enforcement, permitting the king to present himself as Cnut the
wise, Cnut the just, Cnut the magnanimous, while his enemies were
expeditiously seen off. So, by 1018 Godwine the ex-pirate made it all the way to
becoming Earl Godwine, and he was given great estates and the patronage of
grand abbeys in the choice region of the old kingdom, Wessex. Since kings in
those days were still prodigal wanderers, moving from estate to estate, sponging
off the local magnates, the earl and the king saw a great deal of each other. It
was a relationship of perfect, mutual parasitism. And it was too good to last.

In 1035, by most standards a capable ruler, Cnut died at Shaftesbury before he
had reached the age of forty. His two sons, Harthacnut and Harold, the offspring
of different mothers, were both in a position to claim the throne and both did,
since there was no assumption, either in Danish or Saxon conventions, of the
automatic succession of the eldest. Queen Emma, now widow to two kings of
England, had thrown her support behind Harthacnut. But a war had broken out
between the Danish and Norwegian realms of Cnut’s empire, and Harthacnut
decided to fight his battles in Scandinavia. So the earls of Mercia and
Northumbria, members of the witan, the national council consisting of the great
secular and spiritual magnates of the country, nominated his half-brother, Harold
‘Harefoot’, the son of Cnut’s former wife Aelgifu, and, needless to say, just as
soon as he realized its inevitability, Godwine came round to the idea of Harold
as king.

But there was, in fact, a third possibility for the succession: an English
possibility. For the dynasty of Wessex had not been entirely wiped out in the
Danish years. Two children of Aethelred and Emma, Alfred and Edward,
survived and were living across the English Channel in the duchy of Normandy,
where they had been sent for their own protection during the grimmest period of
the Danish onslaught on Saxon England. Desperate for help against the Danes,
Aethelred had earlier made an alliance with Duke Richard of Normandy. At the
time it made a great deal of sense. His wife, Emma, was a daughter of the
Norman dukes, and the warrior state, stretching across a great crescent of
territory in what is now northwestern France, was a dependent vassal state of the
kingdom of France only on paper. In reality, it was very much its equal or senior.
Many generations before, the Normans, whose dynastic founder had been known
as Ralf, or Rollo the Viking, had done things the Norse way: using hit-and-sail
violence to extract plunder; using the plunder to finance a further sailing; and
amassing enough power to extort political privileges and implant themselves in
the body of their victim-host, in their case, late Carolingian France. But it would



be misleading to think of the connection the house of Wessex made with the
Dukes of Normandy as another case of ‘our Vikings against their Vikings’. For
by the late tenth and early eleventh century, the dukes had long since made the
amphibious evolution to creatures of the land, trading in their longboats for war-
horses taken from Spain and bred in stud-farms in Normandy itself. The old
Norse halls had given way to motte-and-bailey castles: strongholds set atop
earthwork mounds, surrounded by palisades and deep-dug ditches. And the
defensive strength of those early castles meant that while the dukes were early
feudal territorialists, commanding power through their client-magnates, they
were constantly in the saddle, fighting off rebellions and defections and keeping
shaky coalitions together by bribing prospective allies with the bait of the
confiscated lands of their enemies. Politically chaotic, ducal Normandy hummed
with piety. Like the house of Wessex, the dukes were patrons of new
monasteries, and it was in the eleventh century that handsome Romanesque
stone churches began to appear, as well as the first spectacular stone castles like
the one at Falaise where, in 1027, an illegitimate son was born to Duke Robert
and a tanner’s daughter called Herleve. With all this disorderly energy flowing
through Normandy, it could only be a matter of time before the duchy was
thought of as the coming power in northern Christian Europe.

Growing up in that world, it was not surprising that the Wessex princes,
Alfred and Edward, imagined that some day, with Norman help, they would be
restored to the throne they believed had been usurped by the Danes. And when
Cnut died in 1035 they even imagined that their mother Emma might look with
favour on their claim. She herself seemed to have encouraged the initiative. In
1036, although they must have known the enterprise was fraught with risk,
Alfred and Edward arrived in England, by different routes, to sound out their
mother on their prospects. Edward sailed to Southampton but having dipped his
toe in the waters of English politics judiciously withdrew it and sailed back to
Normandy. Alfred paid the price for his optimism. At first, all seemed to go
well. He was met by Earl Godwine, who must have seemed the soul of
cordiality, entertaining his guest at his hall in Guildford and even going through
the motions of becoming Alfred’s vassal, his ‘sworn man’, by returning to the
allegiance of the house of Wessex. The prince relaxed — fatally. For Godwine
handed him over to Harold Harefoot’s men, who proceeded to butcher Alfred’s
entourage, tear out the young man’s eyes and mutilate his body. What was left of
him was dragged off mercilessly to Ely, where he died of his terrible wounds.



Harold Harefoot lived only another four years to enjoy his triumph. His half-
brother, Harthacnut, returning from Scandinavia in 1040 to succeed to his
father’s legacy, delivered his own obituary on Harefoot’s reign by exhuming his
body from the royal tomb at Winchester and having it thrown in the Thames.
Anxious to exculpate himself from any responsibility in the murder of Prince
Alfred, Godwine delivered an eighty-man warship to the new king and submitted
himself for a trial in which, as expected, he was acquitted. In 1041, pressing this
reconciliation with the Saxon nobility further, Harthacnut invited Alfred’s
brother, Edward, to return to England. Harthacnut was not making these
overtures out of any sentimental goodwill, however. He knew he needed the
support of the great Saxon earls if he was to repel his Viking rival, the
Norwegian king, Magnus I, who certainly thought he had as good a claim to the
throne as the Dane. In the end, it was an agreement between the two
Scandinavian kings, by which the kingdom of England would pass to whichever
survived the death of the other, that bought Harthacnut time. From the
beginning, then, Edward was something of a pawn in the grand strategies of the
Viking powers. And if he made the crossing from Normandy in all innocence, he
must still have been at least queasy about the decision, given the fate of his
brother. But a year later Edward’s prospects seemed suddenly to have brightened
when Harthacnut unexpectedly died, ‘falling to the ground with terrible
convulsions’ while drinking the health of one of his retainers at the wedding
feast, a Viking exit if ever there was one.

It took no time at all for Earl Godwine to propose to the rest of the witan that
Edward now become king. There were still two Scandinavian contenders —
Harthacnut’s Danish kinsman, Swein Estrithson, and Magnus I, the king of
Norway — but Edward had the enormous advantage of being in the right place at
the right time and, through Godwine’s persuasion, also having the support of the
earls of Mercia and Northumbria. Godwine’s calculation was that with a weak
Saxon on the throne rather than a strong Viking, he would be in a much better
position to be the de facto governor of the realm. So Edward, later known as the
Confessor, was crowned at Winchester on Easter Day 1043 according to the rites
invented for Edgar by Abbot Dunstan. He was thirty-seven years old and
unmarried. And despite the usual acclamations and each of the nobles doing
homage, Edward might still have felt a chill of anxiety, not least because his own
mother (who seemed to have enjoyed her reign as Cnut’s queen rather more than
her reign as Aethelred’s) was shamelessly campaigning to have Magnus, king of
Norway, put on the throne of England and her son set aside!



Like Cnut, Edward had little choice but to take things very much as he found
them. To keep the king of Norway at arm’s length he needed the support of the
earls of Mercia and Northumbria, and no matter how much his stomach may
have churned at the memory of the fate of his brother Alfred every time he
looked at the Earl of Wessex he could not afford to do without Godwine’s help.
After all, Godwine owned almost as much land — and with it the loyalty of client
thegns and their foot soldiers — as the king. His son, Harold, had been elevated to
the earldom of East Anglia, vastly expanding the territorial base of Godwine’s
power. Whichever way Edward looked at it, the old monster was the undisputed
leader of the witan and the controller of patronage in Church and state. And
there was nothing the king could do about it; not yet, anyway. So when Godwine
made him an offer he couldn’t refuse — his daughter Edith in marriage — she duly
became queen. No children were born to the couple, however, and later it was
thought that Edward had taken a vow of chastity or that he had some sort of
insuperable distaste for the sex act. It was just as possible that by keeping his
distance from Edith, Edward was deliberately thwarting Godwine’s ambition to
insert his own family into the royal line of succession by creating a grandchild
who would be heir to the throne of England. In any event, Edward was not yet
the ascetic miracle-worker and healer of the sick he became in later legend.
Early in his reign Edward was much like any other red-blooded member of the
house of Wessex: hunting, drinking and raging with the best of them.

The model for Edward’s leadership could as easily have been Norman as
Anglo-Saxon, however. After all, Normandy, his mother’s birthplace, had been
more of a home to him than anywhere else, and he spoke Norman French and
looked to Duke Robert of Normandy as a protector and guardian. In addition, the
dukes of Normandy had supported his and his brother’s cause (even if
inadequately) against the Danish kings while his mother Emma (the Gertrude in
this saga) had decided to sleep with them. When Edward thought of himself as a
patron of the Church, it was the Norman style of sponsoring reforming orders
that he had in mind. And many, if not most, of his small personal following,
such as his nephew Ralph the Timid, were either Norman, French or Breton.

Although he was twenty years his senior, Edward would have seen little
William the Bastard growing up at the ducal court, somehow blessed with
whatever it took to survive. When William was just seven or eight years old and
much was still made of his illegitimacy, his father, Duke Robert, decided to
express his appreciation for the Lord’s support in vanquishing his domestic
enemies by going on pilgrimage to the Holy Land. He died in 1035 on the



homeward journey, leaving his little bastard no better than a lamb thrown to the
wolves. The wolves lost no time, killing William’s steward in his bedchamber,
probably in front of the boy’s eyes. A witness to all this turmoil, which was so
much like his own misadventures, Edward might have been impressed by the
way in which the boy survived. He had last seen him when he was thirteen years
old, but from England, where the king’s authority seemed so frustratingly
circumscribed, Edward may well have looked enviously at the progress of the
young duke as he overcame conspiracy and adversity and eventually triumphed
(with the help of the French king) over a formidable confederation of rebel
nobles. Somehow William had managed to put together the aggressively
centralizing state that eluded all the Anglo-Saxon kings.

Taking a leaf from the book of the audacious, risk-taking duke of Normandy,
around 1050 Edward began to build up his own party of supporters, some of
them with cross-Channel connections. Most crucially, the bishopric of London
had been given to Robert, a monk from the immensely important abbey at
Jumieges, who in 1051 became Archbishop of Canterbury. The king also found
land in Lincolnshire, East Anglia and the West Country for his French and
Norman allies. The most important was his nephew, Earl Ralf, the son of his
murdered brother Alfred, who had come to England with him in 1042. In
Herefordshire they created a little Normandy, complete with the first castles in
England and retinues of Norman knights. None of this was done as part of a
strategic conspiracy to pave the way for a Norman succession. Edward’s
immediate concern was rather to defend the western borders of Mercia and
Wessex against the expansionism of the Welsh princes of Gwynedd and Powys.
But if, in so doing, he managed to build a power base that would free him from
dependence on the Godwines, so much the better.

By 1051 he must have thought he was strong enough to make a move and was
spoiling for a trial of strength with the earl and his family. Edward’s Norman
brother-in-law, Eustace of Boulogne, travelled to England, arriving at Dover
with a retinue of knights. A fight broke out over the worthiness or unworthiness
of their lodgings, and it ended with one of the knights being wounded and his
assailant being stabbed to death by the Normans. By the time the fracas was over
the body count reached twenty. Furious at the affront to his kinsmen, Edward
demanded that the whole city of Dover be punitively ‘harried’ — the legal term
for being sacked and pillaged. The royal servant assigned to do the job was
Godwine, within whose territory the outrage had occurred. But Godwine was no
idiot. He knew that he had been neatly trapped into a lose-lose dilemma. His



choice was either inflicting pain on his own dependants, thereby alienating his
power base, or being accused of disobedience by the king. He chose the latter.
At Gloucester, where he had been summoned to give an account of his refusal to
do the king’s bidding, Godwine found himself confronted by a small army
consisting of the royal troops strengthened by reinforcements from Earl Siward
of Northumbria. Godwine was prepared to clear himself in a ritual ceremony of
oath-swearing, but Edward was no longer interested in these arcane rites.
Refusing Godwine a safe-conduct, the king went so far as to call out the fyrd.
Godwine was removed from his earldom and offices along with his sons. He was
also obliged to surrender his property and estates to the king and given just five
days to clear out of the kingdom. The Godwines left in two parties. The earl
himself, together with his sons Sweyn and Gyrd, sailed to Flanders, where a
third son, Tostig, had married the daughter of the count, while his other sons
Harold and Leofwine exited through the West Country to Ireland. Edith, the
queen and their sister, was left virtually hostage to Edward’s triumph and, more
or less repudiated by the king, was shut up in a convent.

It was the high point of Edward’s reign, still only eight years old. He must
have thought himself worthy of his Norman education and a master of the
political game. He seemed free of his Godwine custodians and, perhaps, almost
revenged on his brother’s murderers.

But how far did he go to press his advantage? Norman chronicles of the
Conquest insist that what happened next was the cornerstone of William’s claim
to the throne. For it was at this point that Edward made Robert of Jumieges
Archbishop of Canterbury, and sent him to Rome to have the promotion
confirmed by the pope. En route, according to those same sources, Robert was
instructed to make a detour to Rouen, where he was said to have informed
William that Edward intended to make him his heir. The Norman chronicles are,
of course, retrospective propaganda, and if succession was assumed through
proximity of kinship, William’s claim was implausibly remote — no better than
second cousin of Edward, once removed! But closeness of family ties was
certainly not the only criterion determining the succession in the absence of
immediate heirs. And the childless Edward — who did not wish to see the throne
revert to the Viking dynasties from which he had wrested it, still less to the
Godwines — might at least have toyed with the idea, in the brief euphoria of his
victory in 1051-2. But if he was making so radical, even subversive a move just
to spite his rivals, Edward must have known that he was creating terrible



mischief for the future. For in the Anglo-Saxon tradition, the succession was not
in the gift of kings unless they had the consent of their high council, the witan.
Whether or not he was brooding on a Norman succession, Edward had barely
begun to enjoy his ascendancy when it went sour on him. By being reputed to
favour ‘foreigners’ he had alienated the critical support of the earls of Mercia
and Northumbria, who began to make discreet noises to the Godwines about a
return. (In fact, virtually the entire crisis of Anglo-Saxon England was to turn on
the difficult relationship between the north and south of the country.) Godwine,
of course, needed only the slightest prompting to launch a comeback. With the
help of his son’s Flemish in-laws, he mustered a formidable fleet, united with the
separate fleet commanded by Harold and Leofwine, at the Isle of Wight, and
ravaged the island to make the point that King Edward was no protector. With
recruits drawn from his old Wessex domains (who might well have appreciated
his earlier refusal to sack Dover), Godwine sailed all the way to London, past
London Bridge — a good sign that the citizens were on his side — anchoring at
Southwark on 14 September 1052. The royal fleet sent to meet him refused to
fight. Edward’s coup had rebounded on him as a disastrous humiliation.
Godwine was restored to his earldom and, together with his family, declared
innocent of all the crimes of which he had stood accused. The Normans and
French who ‘had lately come into the kingdom’ were expelled, and the property
of the Norman archbishops of Canterbury and Dorchester and the baronial
enclaves on the Welsh borders were confiscated and divided among old
Godwine, his son Harold and Queen Edith. ‘Good Law’, meaning law that was
something other than the arbitrary will of the king, was promised to the people.
Who now ruled England? King Edward, mortified by his climb-down, had
authority but little power. The Godwines had power but dubious authority. Duke
William of Normandy might have already had irresponsible but beguiling
promises whispered in his ear, but the debacle of the Normans in England must
have made his chances seem extremely remote. The earls of Mercia and
Northumbria must have supposed the king a broken reed, but they had no
intention of grovelling to the Godwines. Further off still, the new king of
Norway, Harald Hardrada, variously known as ‘the thunderbolt of the North’
and the ‘greatest warrior under Heaven’, certainly thought of himself as having a
strong claim and aimed at restoring the Anglo-Scandinavian empire of Cnut.
Still further off, in remote Hungary, lived yet another, not entirely improbable,
contender for the throne: the grandson of Aethelred, the son of Edmund Ironside,
Edward’s nephew, known as ‘the Atheling’. Every so often, emissaries would



arrive on the grassy Danubian plains from remote England enquiring whether he
wouldn’t, after all, care to return to ‘his’ kingdom. In 1056, with his two small
boys, he did just that — and died a long way from Lake Balaton, in the hall of
some Saxon thegn, the very next year.

The Godwines emerged from the crisis of 1051-2 stronger than ever. King
Edward, on the other hand, must have been bitterly aware of the limitations of
his power. Unable to exercise his will as secular commander, he increasingly
concentrated on the realm spiritual. This did not mean any kind of retreat from
the world. Although his hagiographers paint a portrait of the confessor-king
spending days in prayer and fasting, poring over sacred literature and devoting
himself to acts of healing and charity, Edward was also taking advantage of the
movement that placed abbeys and monasteries under direct royal (rather than
aristocratic) patronage. When he planned to build a great Benedictine house on
Thorney island, upstream from London, and name it West Minster after St Peter
— in complement to the East Minster of St Paul — there was little doubt that it
would be as much a centre of royal power as of piety. And it would, of course,
be built as a Norman Romanesque basilica, with columns enclosing arched aisles
very much in the manner of the great abbeys at Jumieges and Fécamp. For that
matter, if you pray hard enough, of course, God will take care of your enemies,
or so Edward might have thought when his old antagonist Godwine suddenly
expired in 1053, barely a year after his triumph in the contest of their wills. The
story told by the Norman chroniclers was that, at a feast, the king had confronted
Godwine with the murder of his brother Alfred, and the old earl had choked on a
morsel of bread, caught in his throat as he attempted to defend himself. More
probably it was a stroke, as the Abingdon manuscript of The Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle tells that while Godwine was at dinner with the king at Winchester,
‘he suddenly sank down against the footstool, deprived of speech’ and that he
remained helpless and mute for some days before dying.

Politically, however, the king had little cause to rejoice. The godfather of the
clan gone, the Godwineson band of brothers now controlled England virtually
unchallenged. Not all of them had survived unscathed. Sweyn, the eldest, seems
to have been a dissolute psychopath, whose career makes King Lear’s Edmund
look positively monkish by comparison. Having had to run for his life after
abducting and raping the abbess of Leominster, he compromised his comeback
by murdering his own cousin while he had been under safe-conduct. Although
he had been pardoned by the king, Sweyn went on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem and
died on the way back. His death meant that the core territory of the Godwine



empire, the earldom ofWessex, now passed to the next oldest, Harold. During
the mid-1050s and early 1060s history turned dramatically the Godwinesons’
way. In 1055 the Earl of Northumbria died, allowing the next brother, Tostig, to
succeed him. An abortive rising in East Anglia dropped another earldom into the
hands of Gyrd, and when there were no more earldoms to go round, a new one in
the strategically crucial territory from Buckinghamshire to Kent was created for
Leofwine. But it was as the commander of an army sent to crush a revolt in north
Wales — a country believed geographically impossible to pacify — that Harold’s
reputation for Caesar-like force was made. In 1063 the prince of Gwynedd and
Powys, Gruffydd ap Llewellyn, whose territories had expanded east of Hereford,
was rash enough to form an insurrectionary alliance with the Earl of Mercia.
Together with a second army commanded by Tostig and encouraging the
huscarls (armed retainers) to fight, unarmoured, partisan-style in the hills, the
Godwine armies waged a ferocious war of attrition against the Welsh. Villages
and farms were devastated, leaving, as Gerald of Wales would put it in the
twelfth century, ‘not one that pisseth against a wall’. The response of Harold’s
counter-insurgency campaign, when his soldiers were decapitated by the Welsh,
was the summary execution of civilians. When Gruffydd’s own men had had
enough, they sliced off his head and sent it to Harold as a token of capitulation.
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Harold now presided over an empire of patronage and military power. He was
at the height of his powers: tall and charismatically good-looking, he was as
politically shrewd as his father but with the gangsterish rough surface buffed up
into aristocratic polish. Evidently an efficient administrator and someone who
understood the machinery of Anglo-Saxon government, Harold was also, when
the need arose, a formidable general, adapting his tactics to the very different
terrains of the wet, low country of East Anglia or the mountains of Snowdonia.
Those campaigns, ostensibly fought for King Edward, also suggest that Harold,
well before he was king, was intensely concerned with hacking out some sort of
territorial cohesion for the kingdom of England, and especially with pre-empting
alliances between disgruntled earls and the wide range of potential allies
available for trouble within the British isles:Welsh princes, Scots kings, Norse
kings of Dublin, Norse earls of Orkney and Caithness. There could be no
question of any kind of unitary kingdom just yet — the earldoms would stay — but
by keeping them in the family, Harold was trying to ensure that they would not
act like independent powers.

In the aftermath of his victory in Wales in 1063, Harold Godwineson seemed
to have everything: land, riches, a dynamic band of brothers. He had married his
vanquished enemy Gruffydd’s widow Ealdgyth. He was Edward’s indispensable
man, keeping enemies from his borders. Was it possible for him, now, to dream
royal dreams? Was it possible for him not to? It would have meant a change in
dynasty in England, but with Edward unlikely to bear children, this would
happen anyway. And if Harold looked north of the border to the history of King
Macbeth of Scotland, he might have found as much encouragement as
discouragement for his ambitions. For there was a curious parallelism about the
fate of the two kingdoms. The mac Ailpin dynasty of kings of Alba (called
Scotland by the mid-tenth century) had made itself dominant in the same way as
the kings of Wessex — by becoming the paramount force to hold off the Vikings.
By the early eleventh century the kingdom of Strathclyde in the southwest of
Scotland was virtually absorbed into its power, and the Scottish kings, like their
English counterparts, had developed a rite of solemn inauguration at the Abbey
of Scone, and through Church patronage they had developed the same
Solomonic sense of themselves as the descendants of Alfred and Edgar. Like the
Wessex kings, too, they had to contend with regions of unconquerable Viking
settlement, Norwegian rather than Danish, and concentrated on the earldom of
Orkney, which had made a crucial crossing over the Pentland Firth to Caithness.
Like Edward the Confessor, the last of the mac Ailpin kings, Malcolm II, was



childless. His successor, Duncan, claimed the throne in 1034 through the female
line, but his grip was always shaky and contested. As if to compensate for his
insecurity, Duncan thrashed around looking for military victories — first against
the Northumbrian English at Durham, then in the north against the Earl of
Orkney — and failed. When he attempted to force his will on the northern
mormaer of Moray (mormaer was the name given to a local magnate who
possessed what was, in effect, a private army), Duncan was killed in battle.

The mormaer of Moray was Macbeth, and he came to the throne in 1040 not
by murder but through the decision of the battlefield. He also lasted a lot longer
than the panicky, guilt-ridden usurper of Shakespeare’s play — seventeen years,
in fact — holding on to power with the help of an alliance with Thorfinn, the Earl
of Orkney. In the end, in 1057, Macbeth was defeated and killed in battle by
Duncan’s son, Malcolm III Canmore. But if Harold was looking to learn lessons
from the true history of Macbeth, the prospect of a seventeen-year reign, a
prudent alliance with helpful northern allies and periodic trials by arms might
not have seemed such a cautionary tale. And if Harold was making judicious
cross-border comparisons, he would have been heartened by the fact that
Duncan, unlike Edward the Confessor, had two surviving sons to take up his
cause.

All the signs must have seemed auspicious. But then, in 1064, Harold’s
ambitions seem to have been blown off course. The precise point of Harold’s
fateful journey, which ended up in William’s court, remains tantalizingly
uncertain. The Bayeux Tapestry, the incomparable work of Norman propaganda
history, commissioned for William’s half-brother Bishop Odo, makes the voyage
the beginning of its story, apparently in keeping with the official claim of
Norman historians that Harold had been sent by Edward on a mission to confirm
the king’s promise to award the succession to Duke William. But in all
probability, by 1066, the year of his death, Edward had, with good or ill grace,
abandoned whatever dreams he might have had during his brief ascendancy
fifteen years before of a Norman succession. Almost all of the other contenders —
Viking, Atheling or Godwine — were more plausible than William. And why
should Harold have gone out of his way (literally) to expedite an arrangement so
obviously contrary to his own interests? Even the tapestry, created in all
likelihood by English women embroiderers, is enigmatic, even non-committal
about the reasons for Harold’s sea journey. Its opening images of the earl are
conspicuously heroic — the dashingly moustachioed rider, hawk at the wrist,
feasting in his beautiful Saxon abbey church at Bosham near Chichester; the salt-



of-the-earth noble, bare-legged in the water, helping his men pole the ship away
from its mooring, then taking the helm as it sails into the Channel.

What happened thereafter, though, is less disputed and is faithfully recorded
in the tapestry. Whether or not his boat was forced to make an unplanned
landing by a storm at sea, Harold was captured by Guy of Ponthieu, on whose
territory he had arrived, and handed over to Guy’s liege lord, Duke William. For
Guy, taking wrecks and hostages was akin to a cottage industry, but he had
fallen foul of the duke before for over-abusing his power, and once William was
informed of Harold’s presence little time was lost before he was taken to the
duke. The embroiderers now make it plain that Harold and his followers found
themselves in an alien world. The Saxons sport their characteristic moustaches
and, despite their predicament, carry themselves with a certain sense of bravura.
The Normans ride enormous horses (which in actuality were a lot smaller than
modern mounts) and shave the backs of their heads. For a while the duke and the
earl seem to act like comrades in arms, William taking Harold with him on
campaign in Brittany, offering his daughter to Harold in marriage and making a
Norman match for Harold’s sister. But comrades were not equals. In the
embroidery, William makes Harold one of his knights and bestows armour on
him. This would have required an act of feudal homage, the Saxon placing his
hands inside those of the Norman duke and agreeing to put his life and loyalty at
William’s command.

It seems possible that, subsequently, Harold did swear some sort of oath to
Duke William. Oaths were taken with deadly seriousness in medieval Europe, so
exactly what form the oath took would matter immensely in the coming conflict.
The sources closest to the Godwine view maintained that Harold had sworn
merely to be William’s man in Normandy, with no bearing on anything
connected to the English succession. The Norman chronicles, on the other hand,
insist that Harold had taken a solemn vow to defend and advance William’s right
to the throne of England and even to create garrisons for the duke in advance of
his taking lawful possession of the realm! And since the essence of the Norman
case against Harold would be that he had perjured himself, the most imaginative
of their propagandists, such as the twelfth-century writer Wace, had him
swearing unwittingly on a chest full of holy relics that the duke had covered with
a cloth. “‘When Harold placed his hand upon it, the hand trembled and the flesh
quivered but he swore and promised . . . to deliver up England to the duke.’
Once again the embroiderers become wonderfully devious at this critical
moment of their story, for by lining up the boat taking Harold back to England



immediately after the scene of oath-taking, they give the unmistakable
impression that the vow was the price of his freedom: that it had been extracted
under duress.

Just how Harold saw his position on his return from the disastrous stay in
Normandy will always remain obscure. Whatever his motives for the voyage, it
seems inconceivable that, with Edward ailing, there was not some intention of
talking over the glaringly critical issue of the succession with William. The most
likely scenario is that Harold intended to try to reconcile the duke to his
succession and perhaps even assumed that the exchange of brides would seal
their alliance. But at some point (as not infrequently happens in the indirect
course of informal negotiation), misunderstandings hardened, and Harold, not at
all a free agent, found himself in the position of talking not about his own
succession but the duke’s!

Once he had returned, though, there was absolutely nothing in his conduct to
suggest that he now thought of himself as William’s deputy in England. What
we do know is that the decision he took in the winter of 1065 on the fate of the
earldom of Northumbria was so shockingly at odds with the entire tradition of
Godwine clan solidarity that it makes sense only in terms of Harold planning a
bid for the throne of England himself. What he did was to sell his brother Tostig
down the river.

In eleventh-century Europe, of course, brothers were perfectly capable of
behaving like Edgar and Edmund in Shakespeare’s King Lear if a throne was at
stake. Harold merely evicted Tostig from the earldom of Northumbria where he
had been installed a decade earlier. But since he turned his brother into an
implacable enemy he might just as well have killed him outright. And this was
more than a domestic row. The war between the Godwine brothers, so little
noticed in so many of the textbook histories, was as bloodily fateful as anything
in the epics or sagas. In the end, the enmity of Tostig would cost Harold his
throne and his life. The family feud killed off Anglo-Saxon England.

Of course, Harold knew he was taking a huge risk in alienating his brother,
but in 1065 he may have felt he had no choice. A serious rebellion had broken
out in the north (always a field of opportunity for Scottish kings and Viking
earls), a rising largely provoked by Tostig’s own misplaced zeal in insisting on
abolishing the laws of Cnut that permitted the blood feud. It didn’t help that
Tostig was also busy creating his own personal army and that he robbed
religious houses and bled the country for taxes to pay for it. Nor was he much of
a protector to Northumbria. The earl, who had been off on pilgrimage to Rome



and on the Welsh campaign in 1063, seemed to have no military answer to the
cross-border raids mounted by Malcolm III from Scotland. Worse than being a
bully was being an impotent bully. In the inevitable uprising all 200 of Tostig’s
guards were hunted down and killed, and Tostig himself was declared outlaw.
The rebel thegns then invited Morcar, the young brother of the Earl of Mercia, to
be their new earl. Harold was sent by King Edward to negotiate an end to the
revolt rather than to crush it by force. Once it was clear that the thegns wouldn’t
countenance Tostig’s return, Harold must have calculated that, with Edward old
and ailing, it would be suicidally imprudent to alienate the leading nobles,
especially if he was going to have to face an invasion threat from Norway.

Tostig, who for some time had been suspicious about where his brother’s
loyalties lay, was furious to learn that Harold had agreed to his removal and
replacement by Morcar. He went into exile, consumed with rage, bent on
revenging himself on Harold who had committed what he called the ‘unnatural
act’ of betraying a brother. In Flanders, a guest of his father-in-law, the count,
Tostig must have remembered his father’s brief spell in limbo, the careful
creation of a fleet of retribution and the triumphal return to power, and must
have supposed that he would follow in old Godwine’s steps.

It was not to work out quite as Tostig planned. But nothing in the year ahead,
1066, was to work out quite as planned. The end of 1065, according to The
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, was marked by a ferocious tempest, which destroyed
churches, houses and halls and uprooted great ancient trees, sending them flying
through the air. At such a time men were prone to visions and forebodings,
especially if, like Edward the Confessor, they we