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Preface


It is a mere rivulet compared with the greatest rivers in the world: the Nile in Africa, the Mississippi in North America, the Amazon in South America, the Ganges in India, the Yangtze in China, to name only a few. It is shorter and less impressive than the Danube, the Rhine, the Loire or the Seine in Europe; it is not even the longest river in Britain.1 Yet who would deny that the Thames is more an avenue of history than any other waterway, that it is a national river in a way that other rivers are not?


The United States, Brazil, India, and China are geographically too vast for a single river to dominate the national history. Other great rivers may run through more than one country, or form a border between countries: they cannot be national rivers either. The Thames runs through England’s heartland, west to east, a main thread through a smallish tapestry, an unavoidable presence physically and psychologically. The Scots have their Clyde, the Welsh their Severn, the Irish their Shannon: Thames may or may not be Britain’s river, but indubitably it is England’s.


Today one may walk along a path beside the river from its source to the Thames Barrier, perhaps 200 miles of its 220-mile length. I walked it in bits and pieces over the course of about eight months beginning in November 2001. I saw it in all its aspects and seasons: with an early evening sun in May slanting on a dark and lonely river running through empty fields east of Lechlade before Kelmscott; on a bright crisp autumn morning with deepest blue sky over the elegant river front at Maidenhead; on a damp winter’s day that greyed the bleak, strangely impressive peninsula jutting into the river where sits the ill-fated Millennium Dome. But one walks the Thames less for the scenery than for the history. Almost every mile brings to mind a historical event or a work of art or literature. At least the miles did that for me. I knew already that I wanted to write about the Thames, but it was while walking the Thames Path that this book began to take shape in my mind.


There are too many books about the Thames to count, and some of them are very good. Most, however, deal with only a part of the river (the Middle Thames, the London Thames, the tidal Thames), or with an aspect of the river’s history (pollution, locks, bridges, tunnels, boats, etc.). Others focus upon a relatively short span of time (Victorian Thames, twentieth-century Thames), or upon the experiences of an author who decided to trace the river’s course by barge or yacht or canoe or even aeroplane. Then there are the books of photographs. And yet the Thames was there when the first inhabitants arrived, and when they cleared the nearby forests; it saw the Romans in and out, and all the other invaders and conquerors. King John accepted the Magna Carta in a meadow by the Thames; Anne Boleyn spent her last days in the Tower of London overlooking the Thames; King George first heard Handel’s Water Music in a barge upon the Thames; William Morris and Stanley Spencer and countless other artists and poets celebrated the Thames; German bombers followed the Thames as a pathway to London where they loosed their bombs; half a century later, when Michael Heseltine plotted the revival of Britain’s economic links with Europe, he called his plan ‘Thames Gateway’. The Thames runs through the warp and woof of English history. It deserves a book that views it in this light.


Yet there have been few good ones. In 1887 Hilaire Belloc offered a narrative history, eminently readable but now hopelessly dated. Frederick Thacker’s three volumes written early in the twentieth century (about ‘the stripling Thames’, which is the upper part of the river, and about locks on the river, and about the Thames Conservancy, the river’s governing body) examine aspects of Thames history over many centuries, but make no attempt to link them with the more general evolution of English society. They are charming and meandering books, like the middle and upper reaches of the river itself, more the work of an antiquarian than a modern scholar. There have been others since, more or less satisfactory.2 The best of them, and the most recent, is Patrick Wright’s The River: The Thames in Our Time, which shows how the contemporary river and the people who live near or by it are linked with the historic river and the men and women of earlier times. But his book is personal, anecdotal by design, loosely structured with regard to chronology and geography.


The Thames is as inexhaustible a subject as English history itself. Mention that you are writing a book about the Thames and someone inevitably will cite a work or an event that you have left out. Well, the historian must choose. I have tried to write, roughly in chronological order, about subjects that convey the intertwining of the river’s and the country’s histories. I have tried to convey their mythic qualities, by which I do not mean that I write about myths, but rather that I try to link my subjects with the ongoing construction of England. At first I thought this meant writing a book about a specific process, the river’s connection with the evolution of English identity; but although understandings of the Thames have sometimes contributed to definitions of the nation as a whole, they have not done so always, and they have rarely done so crucially. I have attempted to identify a few of those rare occasions, but usually a river is a river is a river. This is a book about some of the river’s shifting meanings and their connections with the national story over many millennia.


Jonathan Schneer


Atlanta, GA


1 July 2004
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1


The Reeds of Runnymede


The sea ends, the river starts, somewhere inside the great, wide, funnel-shaped estuary called the Nore, whose easternmost boundaries we set arbitrarily at Whitstable on the south, and Foulness Point on the north; somewhere within this vast basin at the edge of the Thames where the English fleet used to anchor, sails furled, ropes coiled, taking on supplies and waiting for orders. When the earth and moon line up in a certain conjunction with the sun, a force of gravity pulls the ocean water westward against the east coast of Britain; at the wide aperture of the river Thames, it pulls it inland, into England. It sucks the salt water past the Isle of Sheppey and the Isle of Grain into bays, inlets, coves and channels once known best to smugglers. It draws it past the Medway, where Dutch sailors bearing fire and sword suddenly appeared in 1667, having burst through the rusty chain supposed to block the river. It pulls it past the cemetery of St James’s Church in the tiny village of Cooling, where today one may see the thirteen caskets of the Comport family, all dead of ‘marsh fever’, and where Dickens’s creation Pip was supposed, one misty night, to have confronted the terrifying convict Magwitch.


The salty water rolls westwards through a flat, featureless landscape, as if drawn to a great magnet. The river becomes more recognisably a river with banks and mudflats, a wide river, looping towards London. It flows past Canvey Island, devastated in the floods of 1953, when fifty-eight drowned, and water swirled shoulder-deep down the streets and alleys of the town. It flows past Tilbury, where Queen Elizabeth rallied her troops against the Spanish Armada in 1588, past Greenwich and the great Observatory, past Blackheath, where in 1381 the peasant armies of Wat Tyler encamped. Onward it rushes, through London, beneath the Tower of London, St Paul’s Cathedral, the Houses of Parliament, past New Brentford where the artist Turner lived as a child with his uncle, forward to suburban Putney, where three hundred and fifty years ago the Levellers and Cromwell debated democracy, and further still, past Twickenham, home to Pope, and past Richmond, home to the poet Spenser. The flood will not turn until it reaches Teddington, 68½ statute miles from the sea.


Begin at the other end. The Thames rises in a field near Trewsbury Mead, south of Cirencester, on the edge of the Cotswold Hills, under a great ash tree. Or it rises in a different field, a few miles distant, near Seven Springs, in the parish of Coberley (although most now say this is the wellspring of the river Churn, which joins the Thames at Cricklade). The source of the Thames has been a matter of dispute. Soon enough, however, the infant Thames is indisputably evident east and south of Trewsbury as a greener line snaking through a green meadow, then as a trickle of water, finally as a narrow stream. Here the countryside is less flat than near the coast, it is dotted with villages of grey slate or golden Cotswold stone, every village containing its church tower and spire to overlook the meandering watercourse.


Past Cricklade and Lechlade the stream gently winds and slowly broadens, through pleasant fields. It passes Kelmscott village - Utopia, William Morris thought it.






What better place than this then could we find


By this sweet stream that knows not of the sea,


This little stream whose hamlets scarce have names,


This far-off lonely mother of the Thames.








It runs in twists and turns under ancient bridges, past abandoned priories, lowing cattle, towards Port Meadow, outside Oxford.






And nearer to the river’s trembling edge [Shelley wrote]


There grew broad flag flowers, purple pranked with white,


And starry river buds among the sedge,


And floating water-lilies, broad and bright …








Gradually it widens, so that racing sculls may glide three abreast up or downstream. It comes to the Wittenham Clumps, strangely shaped little hills overlooking the river, the southern one fortified with earthworks erected by the Atrebates who sought, unavailingly, to oppose the armies of Julius Caesar. It passes Cookham, the village Stanley Spencer celebrated in his famous paintings, and, in a straight stretch lined with poplars on either side, the escarpment that ascends to Cliveden House where Nancy and Waldorf Astor entertained the appeasers, and where a quarter-century later the model Christine Keeler and Harold Macmillan’s minister of war, John Profumo, began their scandalous affair. It is no longer a stream but unmistakably a river when it runs through Maidenhead, where Brunel built his famous flat-arched railway bridge and Turner marked the coming of the industrial age in one of his greatest paintings, Rain, Steam, and Speed. And it continues to widen as it flows past Eton, and Windsor and on to Teddington Lock, where the fresh water from the west and the salt water from the east finally come together.


Druids prayed to river gods and goddesses along this river; Romans built their villas upon its banks; Christians built their abbeys, their waterwheels and mills. Here clashed Briton and Roman, Saxon and Dane, Saxon and Norman, Cavalier and Roundhead. Here wandered poet and painter. For thousands of years ships laden with the bounty of the world have ridden the tide upriver into London; since the sixteenth century traders, explorers, missionaries, emigrants in search of a better life, have ridden the ebb tide out towards the sea. The river winds through England’s history, art, literature, even music, as surely as it winds through the English countryside. ‘The Thames is within us,’ T.S. Eliot said. It is ‘liquid history’, John Burns once famously remarked. ‘The Thames is no ordinary waterway,’ Winston Churchill agreed. ‘It is the golden thread of our nation’s history.’1


A golden thread in the tapestry of British history: but the river will still run when the tapestry has ended, and it runs past where the tapestry begins. For all that Winston Churchill was a mighty figure his life is but a flash point when measured against the life of the Thames. All recorded history marks only an instant in the river’s history. The entire span of human existence marks only a moment more. It brings us only to the very end of the Tertiary period, between one and two million years ago. The river was there during the Mesozoic era, when there were no humans, no hominids at all, nor even mammals.2


The blocks of which Britain is composed today date back approximately 400 million years, to the Silurian period of the Palaeozoic era. They were a tiny part of a massive continent, Gondwanaland, which over thousands of millennia drifted across even vaster seas, ever northward. Tremendous forces worked over unfathomable periods of time to modify environments. The sea rose and fell, eroding the land. Glaciers advanced and retreated. Volcanoes erupted, earthquakes split and tilted the land. Perhaps 170 million years ago, during the Jurassic period, something like a proto-Thames river system began to develop. The fossil record discloses plants characteristic of tropical climates there. Where the Thames flows today dinosaurs once roamed.


Approximately 15 million years ago Gondwanaland broke in pieces; Greenland and America separated from Europe. The proto-Thames occupied the north-west corner of what may be dimly perceived to be the European continent. It tilted from west to east, so that the waters of the proto-Thames flowed in that direction, into a larger river system, a proto-Rhine. On the river bank, near where Trafalgar Square is now located, straight-tusked elephants, hippos, lions, deer, bears and bison replaced the dinosaurs. Archaeologists have discovered the fossil remains of these animals and many others beneath sewer systems and Tube lines.


During the Quaternary, the climate has alternated from warm to cold and back again many times, perhaps fifteen times, perhaps more.3 In Britain glaciation reached its greatest extent during the Anglian period, perhaps 270,000 years ago. Then great sheets of ice many hundreds of feet thick spread over the land. Probably the glacier blocked the Thames’s original easternmost reach, which geologists place near St Albans, in Hertfordshire, pushing it southward in stages to its present channel and estuary; otherwise the river marks the southernmost boundary of the glacier’s advance. Another period of glaciation, less extensive, occurred some 70,000 years later, during the Wolstonian stage of the Quaternary. And then again, some 65–70,000 years ago the ice returned to Britain, during the Devensian stage. But the heat and the cold alternated throughout, with ice advancing and retreating, so that there were warmer and colder spells throughout the Anglian, Wolstonian and Devensian stages within the Quaternary, and the reach of the ice was not constant. The glaciers last disappeared from Britain some 10,500 years ago.4


If only there was an omniscient historian of the river, she would trace its evolution within the natural world over the thousands of millennia before our earliest ancestors laid eyes upon it; she would consign human history to the last footnote of the last page of the last chapter of her multi-volume study. But we must begin where that omniscient historian would leave off, with the appearance of men and women, or rather creatures like them, exploring the Thames river valley, perhaps half a million years ago, perhaps earlier, for archaeologists have discovered evidence of their presence in East Anglia 200,000 years before that. They would have wandered into this westernmost corner of the European landmass (for Britain was not yet separated from it) in search of game. Their hunting and gathering parties came and went as the climate warmed and cooled over hundreds of millennia; one of these parties eventually established a kind of base on the south bank of a broad river near present-day Swanscombe, just east of what now has become the great city, London. Eventually a member of one of the parties died there. She, for the individual is thought to have been female, left fragments of her skull, and possibly a partial footprint. This would have been some time during the Anglian stage, that is to say perhaps 250,000 years ago. In other words (and here is another reminder of the vast scale with which we are dealing), a quarter of a million years ago, when the Swanscombe woman expired near the banks of the river Thames, the site where she died was already known, perhaps had been known for a quarter of a million years already, by hominids drawn to it in search of game. The river, of course, had been there some 680 times longer than that.


What can we say about the river and its environs where and when the Swanscombe woman died? The Thames itself, with sandy and gravelly banks, was broad there, some thirty miles or so from its estuary, flowing in great loops as it still does towards the sea. The surrounding area consisted of grass-covered mudflats cut by small streams, edged by hazel scrub giving way in turn to oak forests. Over millennia the streams and channels filled with sands and gravels, containing pollens, molluscs, and bones that provide rich records for palaeontologists and environmental historians. We know, therefore, that the Thames and its tributaries teemed with fish; and that animals came to the banks for drink, including elephants, rhinoceroses, horses, deer, aurochs (wild ox), waterfowl and many varieties of bird, to list only a few. During the periods of glaciation, even during their relatively hospitable summer months, the ancestors and descendants of Swanscombe woman would have found an entirely different environment: frozen tundra rather than mudflats, and the animal life to complement it: reindeer, horse, elk, woolly rhinoceros, musk ox and mammoth, among others. But during freezing periods or warm ones the attractions of a river environment were obvious to people who depended upon game and fish for food. At Swanscombe they established their base camp, a protosettlement, though not yet permanently inhabited. Eventually, however, the site became a kind of factory for the production of stone tools; also an abattoir. Hundreds of stone axes, rough scraping tools and flints have been recovered from it, as well as the bones of countless animals butchered there.


And what can we say about the hominids who lived along the Thames before and at the time of the Swanscombe woman? They most certainly were not, as we are today, Homo sapiens sapiens. Our own species first evolved in Africa about 100,000 years ago and did not arrive in Britain for another 50,000 years or more. The hominids who lived near the Thames also predate the stereotypical beetle-browed cavemen whom we call Neanderthals, and who first appeared in Europe only about 120,000 years ago and whom Homo sapiens sapiens eventually replaced. The earliest hominids who came to explore and settle in the Thames valley may have been an earlier version of modern man called Homo sapiens, or they may have belonged to the more primitive species Homo erectus. At any rate, ten times as long ago as the first appearance of modern man in Britain there roamed beside the river creatures (we cannot quite yet call them human), who could shape wood with their stone tools. They wore clothing, otherwise they could not have lived there at all. It is thought that they drove game by starting fires. This all suggests organisation, perhaps even a politics of sorts, although it is entirely irrecoverable now. Over hundreds of millennia they learned to bury their dead, powdering some of them with red ochre, adorning their limbs with ivory bracelets. One has been discovered with the skull of an elephant lying beside it. This suggests something approaching religion. These earliest hominids in Britain are shadowy figures whose culture remains all but unknown, yet we must not underestimate their abilities. The bits of skull left by the Swanscombe woman suggest a cranial capacity of about 1325 cubic centimetres, which is within the range of current humans, although on the small side.


Their earliest artefacts are stone flakes and choppers dating back approximately half a million years. These were superseded by more elaborate stone axes and other implements dating from the Hoxnian interglacial and Devensian phases. Once, perhaps these creatures scavenged for food, but by the time Swanscombe woman died they hunted with wooden spears tipped with bits of sharpened stone or bone or antler or tusk. They pushed far beyond Swanscombe, probing the Thames river valley all the way up to present-day Lechlade, some 20, miles below the source, for there are fragments of stone axes and scraping tools dating from this period scattered along the length of the river. Archaeologists have recovered perhaps a thousand axes and perhaps as many as twelve thousand flakes, cores and other worked pieces of flint and quartzite in Oxfordshire alone. It is true that the further west one travels along the Thames the sparser the archaeological record becomes, and it would seem that the upper reaches of the river were rarely visited before the last ice age (and only intermittently thereafter, right through the Bronze Age), but it is also true that the population of what would become Britain rose and fell in concert with the advance and retreat of the glaciers. It probably correlates as well with the rise and fall of the seas, which sometimes cut Britain off from the mainland entirely. At any rate there are archaeologists and prehistorians who argue that occasionally during the Devensian, and even during the periods that preceded it, south-eastern England and the lower Thames valley could have been fairly densely populated, and that the Swanscombe site was only one of many located along the lower reaches of the river.5


Still, the longest chapter in the history of human and proto-human interaction with the Thames, approximately 490,000 out of 500,000 years, is the chapter we can know and write least about. Only with the retreat of the last glacier does the archaeological record become relatively abundant and our knowledge, therefore, relatively detailed.


From the end of the most recent ice age until approximately 5000 years before the dawn of the common era (BCE), however, one still cannot call the record rich. We know that new immigrants appeared, from northern Europe, carrying with them tools and hunting implements more advanced than anything seen before in Britain. They first reached England’s southern and eastern coasts, and again the bounty of the Thames drew them. Archaeologists have discovered near the estuary flint microliths, arrowheads, hand axes and temporary hearths, and in the river near Battersea and Wandsworth (south London) harpoons and bone fish-hooks dating from this period. On the southern bank of the Thames, just below its confluence with the river Kennet, archaeologists have recovered microliths of the same period, tiny flint flakes, which would have been attached as barbs to arrows shot from bows. They discovered at the same location, in a shallow hollow, impressions of post-holes where a small hut or shelter must have stood. Further west, at what is today Gatehampton Farm, near the Goring Gap in Oxfordshire, excavations revealed a probable butchery site of the early postglacial period, the earliest so far discovered along this middle stretch of the river.


Near present-day Runnymede, where extensive archaeological excavation has taken place, the pollen records reveal a dense alder forest with few openings. An island grew in the river from alluvial clay deposits. The island attracted some form of human activity, for there are signs of a dug pit to hold a post early in the seventh millennium BCE. Archaeologists and palaeontologists have spent much time at this site. They can tell from fossilised snails and other molluscs how wet the land was; from pollen in soil samples they can identify plants, trees, bushes and flowers and deduce not merely what grew, but in what patterns. Insect fossils, such as dung beetles, suggest the presence of domesticated grazing animals. The carbon dating process can be effectively applied to wood. And, of course, from shards of artefacts and from the bones of butchered animals archaeologists may reconstruct at least some aspects of human behaviour and diet. So we know that at the stretch of river near Runnymede inhabitants practised agriculture during the early postglacial period. They cultivated cereal; they grazed domesticated aurochs in nearby woodlands. By the middle of the fourth millennium BCE the signs of agriculture are more definite. The pollen record, or rather lack of it, suggests clearance of the alder forest. Prehistorians believe that similar clearances were taking place at roughly the same time up and down the Thames valley, converting forest areas to ploughed open land, inadvertently destabilising the river’s hydro-ecosystem, rendering its banks vulnerable to erosion, and thus to increased flooding.6


All along the river, from near the source to near the mouth, men and women left axe fragments and other tools during this period. For the first time we have clear evidence of river travel, for archaeologists have discovered canoes and paddles dating back between five and ten thousand years. We have evidence, too, of advances in hunting methods. The men of the river valley, who were fond of the meat of red deer, had learned to burn forests so that new forests would grow, so that red deer would come to eat the new growth. They burnt the forests to attract the deer at five-year intervals for hundreds of years.


Again we must be sensitive to the immensity of time with which we deal: life proceeded, along the Thames, on the lines sketched above for approximately five thousand years; a span that more than doubles the number of years elapsed since the rise of ancient Greece.


During these and succeeding millennia the prehistoric people of the Thames river valley gained increasing control over their environment. They learned (no doubt in part from new immigrants who never ceased to arrive) to cultivate cereals and a few vegetables, to domesticate animals, to shelter more effectively and comfortably from the weather. They used animal skins, grasses and reeds, bark from trees and other natural resources in every manner that human ingenuity could devise, but of this there is now little trace. They grazed pigs in the forests. They also cleared forests, burning them since it was not until the introduction of cheap metal tools that they could cut down trees efficiently. They grazed cattle on the grasslands that replaced the forests. They tilled the ground of the lower river valley with a hoe or digging stick or antler pick, and as a result rain washed the soil into the Thames which therefore shows an increase in the deposition of silt; also of flooding.


We know too that these people buried their chiefs in long barrows. They shaped, decorated and fired clay pots. They engaged in trade along the river and inland. Thus the river had come to play a more complex role in their lives than hitherto. It was no longer merely a magnet for game animals and a source of water. It had become as well an avenue of commerce and communication.


During the late Neolithic and very early Bronze Age humans occupied numerous sites all along the river. Yet their presence was not constant. The pollen record suggests, for instance, that over millennia the forests returned to Runnymede, that agriculture and human activity diminished. This area seems typical of most of pre-Roman Britain in at least one respect: human presence ebbed and flowed. At Runnymede, however, it never disappeared entirely for there is no pollen evidence that the forest canopy ever returned completely. Why men kept the site relatively open is unknown, but here is one hypothesis suggested by archaeologists: the river divided among migrating channels; these left in their wake slow-developing mudflats upon which vegetation grew sparsely if at all, and to which game animals would not have been attracted; the open space on the river, then, may have been maintained by hunters who knew it would attract their prey, forest animals thirsty for river water.


Some 2500 BCE, the evidence indicates renewed occupation of the site at Runnymede. Archaeologists and prehistorians refer to the rise and fall over millennia of Windmill Hill, Beaker, Wessex and Urn cultures. At Runnymede there is evidence of the Beaker culture, shards and fragments of pottery that had once formed beakers, naturally enough. By now apparently local farmers understood the importance of spreading their fields with manure. Irish smiths had learned to smelt metals: copper, bronze and gold. Their presence at Runnymede and elsewhere along the Thames during this period points to the existence of trade routes and to more extensive river travel than ever before. We are, then, light years beyond the rough encampments of Swanscombe woman and her contemporaries, if still light years from the centrally-heated villas and the cities of the Roman occupation.


By the time of the Urn or Deverel–Rimbury culture, perhaps two thousand years BCE, the Runnymede site had become again a centre of activity, in fact of activity much more intense and sophisticated than ever before. There was now a definite settlement stretching back over a hundred metres from the river. Post-holes suggest a cluster of buildings there. During this period the inhabitants of what would one day be England lived in circular houses usually with a diameter of about twenty feet, commonly with a central supporting post and an off-centre hearth.


Residents of the Runnymede site had pushed back the forest so far that grassland now predominated, indicating renewed emphasis on grazing. Hunting would have continued too, but the preferred livestock for meat production was beef and pork. Sheep grazed as well, but were used as much for wool as for food. Dogs had been domesticated; perhaps they herded the sheep. Dairy farming was common. Increased production of grain and cereals, emmer and spelt wheat for instance, demanded more efficient methods of milling and grinding. It is possible that the people who lived at Runnymede grew a few vegetables and herbs, although probably they supplemented meat and cereals mainly with gathered leaves, roots and fruits of wild species. Hazelnuts were popular.


The men and women who lived along the Thames during this period burnt their dead and buried their ashes in urns, which they placed in round mounds known today as tumuli or barrows. They employed spindle-whorls and cylindrical loom weights for weaving. They made extensive use of bronze and may even have worked iron. They wove rushes and sedges into baskets that they may have exported. All these activities would have taken place at Runnymede. Moreover, trade along the river had become more or less regular (similar quay sites have been discovered in Brentford and Wallingford), and would have extended occasionally to Continental Gaul. Archaeologists discovered Continental imports at Runnymede for this period, including a notch-backed bronze razor and a vase-headed pin. Moreover they found at the river’s edge parallel rows of vertical stakes, young oak trunks about twenty centimetres in diameter, which must have served as a quay for river traffic.


The river would also have been essential as a link between social groups, of which there were by now a relative multitude strung from the estuary nearly to the source, although settlements remained sparse west of Oxford. To list only a few: we know of excavated settlements along the river at Wallingford, just above the Goring Gap, at Bray, at what is today the Reading Business Park, at Staines, Maidenhead, and Eton Wick; we know that scattered impermanent farm sites dotted the river valley for most of its length; and archaeologists have discovered cemeteries nearer London, at Acton, Sunbury, Yiewsley, Kingston upon Thames and Walton-on-Thames. The river linked them all. It was much more, now, than a source of drink and a magnet for game animals. It was more even than a fledgling highway for travel and trade. It had a social meaning as well.


There is also speculation that the river played a spiritual role in Bronze Age Britain. So much metalwork of this period has been found beneath its waters, or where its waters used to flow, that it seems reasonable to view them as offerings to a supernatural entity, a river god or goddess. Human remains were also being placed or were coming to rest by or in the river. It seems likely, then, that the river held sacred meaning to early Britons, that it had come to represent the spiritual heart of the society growing along its banks.7


And so the site at Runnymede appears to have remained, up to the Roman invasion. It was largely untouched by the appearance of new colonists in southern England, named after a rich cemetery in upper Austria, Hallstatt, perhaps a thousand years before the birth of Christ. These invaders introduced iron on a large scale, providing English farmers with cheap tools and weapons, some of which indeed found their way into the Thames. The Hallstatt settlers fortified hilltops, perhaps a defensive measure against further incursions mounted by Marnian chieftains from Champagne. Of these ructions and disruptions there is no trace at Runnymede, nor even of the more successful Belgic invaders from Gaul, who during the century before the birth of Christ brought to England heavy wheeled ploughs that ushered in something approaching modern farming, who turned pots upon wheels, and who built England’s first real towns, introduced coinage and feuded bloodily amongst themselves, so that most communities along the river found it necessary to acquire metal weapons. The Catuvellauni established a kingdom of which the river marked a southern boundary, the Atrebates established one for which the river marked its northernmost line. With the Belgae politics in England may be said to finally begin, in the form of tribal rivalries. Yet this is a history not of England but the Thames, and so we may allow these years to slide by. As for Runnymede: ‘What say the reeds at Runnymede?’ Rudyard Kipling asked in a famous poem. During the century before the Roman intervention in Britain they said little that they had not been saying for a thousand years.8


But perhaps the reeds did whisper after all in 55 BCE, not of events taking place at Runnymede itself, but of the Roman triremes sixty miles or more to the east, riding the swell nearly within eyeshot of the estuary. Perhaps a year later, when the triremes returned, they whispered again – of the Belgic/English army, led by Cassivellaunus, which was deployed along the north bank of a river Thames lined with sharpened stakes. The native soldiers tensely awaited the appearance of Caesar’s legions. According to one account the Romans sent an Indian elephant across the river first, with a howdah on its back, containing archers and slingers; from this giant and terrifying apparition the Britons fled. Others have written to the contrary, of four thousand charioteers who fell upon Caesar’s expeditionary force when it finally crossed the river, but the final result was not different. The Romans routed them – and then returned to Rome. After which – silence for ninety-seven years, until perhaps the reeds whispered of Roman armies once more, a greater force with greater ambitions this time. They were led by the Emperor Claudius and his general, Plautius, and they first appeared only a little east and south of the Thames estuary, at Reculver. In a two-day battle they defeated the Belgic/English chieftain Caratacus, whose troops fought with their backs to another river, the Medway. The armies of Caratacus retreated north and west near to where present-day London is located. It was not more than twenty miles from Runnymede where they crossed the Thames this time, perhaps close to present-day London Bridge. The Romans were temporarily stymied by the marshy ground, in which some lost their lives, but eventually the legionaries crossed too, some over a bridge they constructed of timber, and then the two armies fell upon each other again, and again the Romans triumphed. These battles may be understood as the bloody birth pangs of a new civilisation that would take root in Britain and that would transform the relationship between humanity and the river.


For this time the Romans stayed; the natives could not defeat them, not on the Thames, not anywhere; indeed Caratacus himself was taken prisoner and carried to Rome in chains (where he was allowed to live out his life). The new overlords established administrative and military centres throughout the island, Britain’s first real towns, and linked them by a network of straight paved roads. Only the wilder tribes of the north, the Picts, remained unconquerable. To put an end to their incessant raiding a Roman emperor, Hadrian, directed the construction of a wall in AD 122. It was 15 feet high, 10 feet thick, 73 miles long, with turrets and fortresses at regular intervals, stretching right across the country, from the Solway Firth on the west to the mouth of the Tyne river on the east. This proved effective. So the Romans edged north, deeper into Scotland, all the way to the very neck of Britain, where they built a second wall, from the river Clyde to the Firth of Forth. From this outpost they eventually withdrew, but Hadrian’s Wall held for as long as the Romans held Britain.


And meanwhile, to the south there was rule of law and peace (aside from one major insurrection led by the warrior queen Boudicca, in AD 60, and several more easily suppressed minor eruptions in later centuries). A fortunate few among the natives, especially in the towns, enjoyed prosperity and a standard of living that the country would not see again for more than a thousand years. The majority tilled their fields much as they had done before. The river Thames ran east–west through the heart of this more peaceable zone.


And so we know more about it than ever before. The Thames estuary was probably three kilometres south of its present location; the tide reached further inland than during the early postglacial period, indeed all the way to London and perhaps beyond; it did not flow along its current route, but rather appears to have followed a course that led it 700 metres south of the present-day Southwark waterfront, in a series of channels interspersed with islands of relatively high ground and the ever-present mudflats. The marshy areas that had bedevilled the soldiers of Claudius were ubiquitous. At high tide the river may have been as much as a kilometre wide just south of Roman London (the Romans thought it looked like a lake); at low tide it was perhaps 275 metres wide, as opposed to today when it is a mere 200 metres across.


We do not know how deep the river was, but because it was tidal, ocean-going ships could sail up it with the stream, anchoring to wait out ebb tides. Thus over the course of days, they could reach Londinium as it may have been called even before the Romans built upon the earlier, much smaller, much more primitive Belgic settlement at the first place the river could be forded.9 Londinium grew to be the largest town in Roman Britain, and so we finally have reached the advent of the port of London, although the Romans may not originally have intended it to become a commercial centre at all. But the ships arrived in increasing numbers with cargo for the soldiers and administrators and other Romans posted there, and the cargo had to be unloaded, either at quays to which the vessels tied up, or into lighters in the middle of the stream. Londinium became a major port city precisely because of its location on the river Thames.


Three distinct types of Roman-era ships have been recovered from the Thames at London: flat-bottomed lighters that would have been used only on the river, small coasters that could have sailed both in the river and along the coastal shoreline, and seagoing merchant vessels. In addition it is reasonable to assume that warships moored at Londinium. Moreover, from the quantity of fish bones and oyster shells dating from the period historians have deduced the presence of fishing boats in the port. Probably English fishermen caught sprat near the estuary in fine mesh nets; with hook and line they caught cod and bass nearer to the mouth of the river, and bream where the river and the sea finally met. All would have been carried to London by boat and kept alive during transport in sea-water containers to preserve freshness. Fishermen would also have collected vast quantities of oysters from the waters of the estuary; they were consumed not only in London, but in Rome itself.10


During the Roman occupation London exported cattle, hides, corn, slaves and minerals from the hinterlands. It imported vastly more: from local sources, up- and downriver, it accepted daily necessities such as perishables like cheese, meat, poultry, fruit and vegetables; from overseas it took olive oil, grain, wine, salt, preserved fish, glass and ceramics; also more exotic goods, such as ivory bracelets from North Africa, beads from the Baltic, gold and emeralds from Austria, Egypt, Spain and South Wales. Some of these goods Londoners consumed themselves; others were trans-shipped and sent west up the river in smaller vessels to Egham, Staines, possibly even as far as Lechlade, and then they were distributed along the network of Roman-engineered roads to the rest of the country. No doubt the luxury items were mainly destined for administrators, bureaucrats and military men who, although posted to England, were determined to maintain Roman standards of living, but some must have reached the natives themselves.


The Romans ruled Britain for more than three hundred years, a period only slightly shorter than that which has elapsed since the Glorious Revolution of 1688. ‘Imagine him here,’ Joseph Conrad has Marlow muse of an early Roman commander in Heart of Darkness, ‘the very end of the world, a sea the colour of lead, a sky the colour of smoke … and going up this river with stores, or orders, or what you like. Sand-banks, marshes, forests, savages, – precious little to eat fit for a civilized man, nothing but Thames water to drink.’ To such a man Londinium would have seemed a welcome outpost of civilisation. But we now know that southern England, even before the advent of the Romans, was not quite the wilderness Conrad imagined. And beyond Londinium men like Conrad’s Roman commander had soon imposed their own system upon the dark, damp, unknown island.


They imposed it along the river in more than six hundred villas, strung like beads upon a strand as far west as Lechlade, where archaeologists have discovered an oval house enclosure, storage pits, small stock enclosures and pens, within a larger rectilinear enclosure, dating to the earliest days of the occupation. Within decades the Romans had constructed a villa on the site; later they added two masonry buildings and another large domestic building. Less than two kilometres upstream they built another villa, at what is today called Great Lemhill Farm. They erected stone houses nearby at Claydon Pike and at Green Farm. The archaeologists speculate that this construction programme at Lechlade reflects establishment of a genuine market economy in the area and the introduction of a regular money supply.


At Gatehampton Farm, Goring, Oxfordshire, archaeologists have recovered remains of painted masonry, and tiles for roofing, also tiles for a box flue, a brooch, coins, glass, many shards of pottery and a large and sophisticated corn-drier. There is evidence of a cobbled yard before the building and of an enclosed field system. At the Thames Valley Business Park, just below the confluence of the Thames and Kennet rivers near present-day Reading, they have uncovered examples of Samian ware, a glossy red pottery imported from central and southern France, and of other tableware imported from the Lyons area. They also discovered at this site amphorae of the type usually employed to carry wine from Italy and olive oil from southern Spain. Yet this is said to have been a poor settlement of the period, not to be confused with the more prosperous establishments both up- and downstream which now practically lined the entire river valley.11


To take another example: at Beddington, a little south of the Thames and just below Londinium, Romans constructed an elaborate villa on a site that had probably been in use for seven hundred years already, for the post-holes of four round houses point to a much earlier habitation. But the new immigrants operated on a much grander scale. They converted part of a field into a courtyard and constructed masonry buildings including a villa and bathhouse. The villa had painted plaster walls and a clay-tiled roof. The bathhouse had a cold room, warm room and hot room. Six additional structures, including a barn and farm outbuilding, were associated with this estate. During the third century AD the owners added two wings to the villa, one of which had an underground heating system. They also enlarged the bathhouse. The villa had glass windows and tessellated floors.12


So much for Conrad’s depiction of Roman Britain: two thousand years ago his Roman commanders in fact were beginning to develop some of the economic and social habits with which Britons are still familiar. The Thames remained, as it had for a hundred thousand years, an essential source of water for livestock and people, a source, too, of food in the form of fish. It still expedited travel and all forms of communication, but more crucially than ever before (since the country, including the long Thames valley, was so much more densely settled now). As for Britain’s increased prosperity: the river did not make it possible, but certainly facilitated it. Above all the Thames had become the unrivalled artery of something approaching a national commerce. Unlike Hadrian’s Wall it would serve its purpose as long as the Roman occupation lasted, and beyond.
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The River and Liberty


The Thames as an artery of national commerce — but in modern times any major highway is that. The Thames was more significant, even during the Roman era, first because it led from London to the sea, and so had not only immense economic but also strategic military significance; later because it provided a backdrop to, and on rare occasions even played a role in, some of the most notable events in British history. For example the first great victory in the age-old struggle of English barons to limit royal power, and the first historic attempt of English peasants to limit baronial power both took place within view of the river. Just as the Thames wound through the English countryside so it would come to wind through the country’s history; so it is wound inextricably into the national fabric.


But consider first the river’s military significance. If you walk the length of the Thames today you will see the defensive pillboxes, grim, squat and thick-walled, hollow concrete cubes with slits for machine guns, built during 1940 when Britain was preparing to resist a German invasion. They are strung at irregular intervals along the northern bank of the river, commanding a field of fire across the narrow expanse of water and across the broad flat meadows that lie (usually) beyond the ribbon of river, a reminder that even in the twentieth century hardheaded men and women conceived of the Thames in military terms.


They have done so for thousands of years, at least since the appearance in Britain of the first of a series of organised Continental invaders about 500 BCE. For the interlopers the river was, first, a point of entry into the country, then a highway for military purposes, ultimately a line of defence against new intruders. It marked, too, fifty years before the advent of the Romans, a boundary line between the most recent intruders, competing tribes of Belgic chieftains. When the Romans transformed the river into a primary artery of national commerce by developing the port of London, they only augmented the river’s military significance.


As one of the largest marketplaces in Roman Britain, one of the largest ports, indeed one of the largest towns, London’s importance to the country as a whole was obvious. Command London and you were close to commanding England. But then you must also command the approaches to London, one of which was the river. The Romans built a series of forts along the southern and eastern coasts. In addition to guarding England’s boundaries these structures commanded the approaches to the Thames estuary. And brooding over the estuary itself the Romans constructed a fortress at Reculver, nearly square at 200 yards by 190 yards, with walls 9½ feet thick.


Let us be clear: the city grew because it was located on the river, at the first point where bridging the river was then possible. Because it grew, it became, inevitably, the target of any invading hostile force. A convenient route to the target was by river. Thus the Thames, the cause and source of London’s greatness, was also an arrow (albeit an arrow shaped something like a corkscrew) aimed directly at it, which is to say directly at the pulsating heart of the nation itself.


The river acted as a magnet then, upon the Romans as we have seen, and later upon the Saxons (including Angles and Jutes), the Vikings (including Danes and Norwegians), and the Normans. At one time or another, over the course of a thousand years, their raiding parties swept up the twisty channel in stages, round its sweeping bends, aiming ultimately for the great prize, London. When Rome could no longer safeguard her colony England’s southern chieftains hired Germanic Saxon armies for protection. This was a big mistake, for the Saxons were not content to play this role. When they seized Thanet, then an island, in about AD 450, they were staking a claim to control of the estuary, and therefore to control of the Thames and of the route to London. But this challenged London’s trade, which was her very reason for being. It challenged the English economy. In effect the Saxons were challenging for command of Britain. And, of course, the challenge proved successful in the end.1


With the Romans gone and the southern chieftains vanquished, the victorious Saxons settled, intermarried with the natives, and contested for dominance among themselves. Two kingdoms, Wessex and Mercia, came to predominate and eventually the latter was forced to recognise the former as supreme. The upper reaches of the river served as a boundary between them, much as they had divided the Belgic tribes nearly nine hundred years before. Then there appeared a new contingent of invaders from Denmark and Norway. In the year 842 Vikings made their way upriver and plundered London. In the year 850 they did it again; and they wintered that year, as had the Saxons four hundred years before, on the Isle of Thanet at the edge of the Thames estuary. Five years later they were wintering on the Isle of Sheppey, a little further up the Thames and ever nearer to the great city. It took the Anglo-Saxon Alfred, king of Wessex, to defeat (and convert to Christianity) Guthrum the Viking overlord in AD 878. King Alfred rebuilt London, but entrusted it to Ethelred, his son-in-law, an ealdorman of the Mercians, thus making the city into a lynchpin of good relations between the two kingdoms.


Alfred understood that the Thames was not merely an arrow pointing at London, but an arrow pointing outwards as well. It was England’s gateway to the sea, to commerce, wealth and power. Under his direction English artisans constructed the country’s first great battleships, ‘neither after the Frisian design, nor after the Danish’, writes his contemporary biographer, the Welshman Asser, ‘but as it seemed to him that they could be most serviceable’. Viking warships were up to eighty feet long; they could accommodate seventy people. Alfred built his ships deeper-hulled for stability, which was crucial in hand-to-hand combat; and he built them longer – they may have had room for as many as sixty oars, so that they were faster and could carry more fighting men than the competition.2 Earlier provincial kings in England had owned fighting ships but Alfred is generally credited with having founded the English navy.3


Alfred also strengthened England’s inland defences including those along the Thames west of London, at Wallingford, Oxford and Cricklade. He conscripted set numbers of men from these areas. In times of emergency the conscripts were to line the river banks, four men for every 5½ yards, each man able with outstretched arms to touch the outstretched arms of his fellows on either side, a human wall behind the wall of water. Given Alfred’s formula for conscripting soldiers the line of men at Oxford would have stretched 2000 yards, and at Cricklade about 1900 yards. Alfred, too, worked out with the defeated Guthrum the borderline that separated the part of England where the law of Wessex prevailed from the part where Viking ‘Danelaw’ ruled. The boundary was, for part of the way, the river Thames.


Alfred and his heirs ruled uncommonly well for more than a hundred years, until the death of Alfred’s great-grandson, Edgar the Peaceable, in 975. They divided the country into shires and the shires into hundreds. They appointed ealdormen to govern these units and shire reeves, or sheriffs, to assist them. They established shire courts and hundred courts. They needed and oversaw development of an efficient royal bureaucracy. They favoured and expedited the growth of towns and commerce and a money economy, although of course the vast majority still laboured on the land, but even here there were significant improvements in technique and efficiency. Most importantly Alfred and his heirs pressed north whenever circumstances permitted, shrinking the territory governed by Danelaw, expanding the territory governed by Anglo-Saxon law. By 954 virtually all England was under their control. For the first time it becomes possible to speak of a united English country.


No wonder the Danes coveted this prosperous, well-run kingdom. From 975, Viking incursions, which had never entirely ceased, grew more ferocious and menacing. Ethelred the Unready, second son of Edgar the Peaceable, tried to buy off the Danes. They took his money and invaded anyway, chasing him to Normandy in 1013. After a period of Danish rule (under Kings Sweyn, Cnut, Harold and Harthacnut in that order) we finally reach the pivot point of English history: the arrival of Duke William the Bastard of Normandy in 1066.


The Thames runs through these years as through all English history. It was still a source of water for agriculture, of drink for man and beast; it remained a highway for travel and commerce. Of course it served other purposes as well: in 1040 Harthacnut exhumed the body of Harold, his unbeloved half-brother and predecessor as king, and dumped it in the river; more pleasantly, Edward the Confessor, last of the Anglo-Saxon kings, nearing the end of his reign ordered construction of a great Abbey at Westminster, hard upon the Thames.


But the military aspect of the river is a constant. Vikings and Saxons waged bloody war on its banks, in London itself in 842, near Reading in the year 871, at Milton Regis near Sittingbourne in 892, at Benfleet in Essex in 893, near London again in 895, indeed at more or less regular intervals right up until 1066. Then the conquering Normans erected a chain of forts and castles to protect London and the river approaches to it. Among them two are of particular interest here: the first built upon a bluff overlooking the river at Windsor, the second located on the rising ground we now call Tower Hill in London. These ominous-looking structures signalled an evolution in the history of the river, which reaches a new stage in its history. Now the Thames becomes enmeshed with the symbolism of English state power and with the struggle for various English liberties.


We know that Romans had occupied the site at Windsor, because archaeologists discovered coins there dating to AD 69; we know that Saxons settled there as well, for the archaeologists have located fourth-century tombs in the vicinity. Saxon monarchs may have held court at a nearby manor house; they certainly used the local forests for hunting, but it was the Normans who grasped most completely the site’s strategic significance. That is why they built their forbidding castle there.


In its original form Windsor Castle was made from earth and timber. It stood upon a mound of dirt and chalk excavated by labourers who, under Norman direction, dug a three-sided ditch on the great solitary bluff overlooking the river. No ditch was needed on the fourth side where the ground sloped steeply to the stream below; even the ground to the north of the ditch was rough and perilous. Wooden palisades of sharpened staves, ramparts of stone and earth, and two drawbridges guarding the only entrance to the inner part of the fortress further strengthened the position which, in fact, was to prove impregnable during a siege in the time of King John. Over centuries the primitive structure was expanded and improved. Today it occupies thirteen acres; a thousand years ago a smaller Windsor Castle was enclosed within a larger area, half a hide of land, which is to say within half the amount of land thought to be necessary for a freeman and his dependants to live on, perhaps sixty acres.


That was more than enough. The castle itself dominated the landscape, standing as it did upon the only hill in this part of the Thames valley. One may imagine its early occupants scanning, through arrow slits, the heath and forest of the surrounding countryside, all the way to the hills of Buckinghamshire far to the north. One may imagine, too, the local people gazing up resentfully and fearfully at the grim castle walls of their powerful new overlords. The castle also overlooked the river, the main highway to London. No hostile force could pass along that route. It is not surprising that Norman kings increasingly stayed there, safe, watchful, and fierce.4


King John, a great-great-grandson of William the Conqueror, often stayed at Windsor Castle. Born in 1166, he took the throne at the age of thirty-three, acquiesced reluctantly sixteen years later in the famous Magna Carta, which is popularly supposed to be the first declaration of British liberties, died the very next year, in 1216. His was a strife-ridden reign. Even before he became king he conspired against his older brother, Richard the Lion Heart, who had inherited the crown and then immediately embarked upon a crusade to the Middle East. Once crowned himself (Richard had fallen to a French archer while besieging the castle of Chalus, near Limoges, in 1199) John fought a running unsuccessful war against the French king, Philip Augustus, to reassert control over territory in Normandy. He disputed with Pope Innocent III in Rome over the Pope’s choice for archbishop of Canterbury, Stephen Langton; with the result that Innocent excommunicated him in 1213. He fought to increase taxes, and to increase efficiency in the collection of taxes, with the result that his own barons rebelled. He was still fighting this civil war when he died, as a consequence of overeating and drinking according to some. Modern historians have found reason to praise John’s energy, cunning, military skills and administrative talents, but few would term him a successful monarch overall. Still, it was during John’s reign, and in his presence, that events linked the river and the destiny of the nation for ever.


John never ceased to pine for the restoration of English power in Normandy (on his deathbed William the Conqueror had left England to his son William; he left Normandy to another son, Robert Curthose, thus the enduring separation), but the barons of his realm resented having to fight and finance the unending and ruinously expensive wars whose aim was to recover it. The king squeezed them without mercy; the barons evaded with determination. Eventually both sides appealed to Pope Innocent as the supreme arbiter of feudal affairs: the barons on the grounds that John was ignoring a charter of liberties confirmed by his father, Henry II, in 1154, as well as his own oath to observe good law and exercise justice; John on the grounds that the barons, his vassals, owed him unswerving fealty. One would have thought that the Pope had little reason to love King John, but in fact John had performed an about-face the previous year, accepting Stephen Langton as archbishop after all. Perhaps as a result the Pope now counselled John to treat with the barons, while counselling the barons to submit to their king.


[image: image]


Windsor Castle, overlooking the Thames, c. 1216. One can imagine its early occupants scanning the heath and forest of the surrounding countryside, all the way to the hills of Buckinghamshire far to the north. One can imagine, too, the local people gazing up resentfully and fearfully at the grim castle walls of their powerful new Norman overlords. (Windsor Castle/The Royal Collection © 2004 Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II)


What made John exceptional was the resourcefulness and the ruthlessness with which he insisted upon his feudal prerogatives, most of which he bent to pay for war with France. What made the baronial resistance exceptional was its organisation, coordination and ambition, for by now the barons wished to limit kingly power altogether, so that the monarch himself would be subject to law. The barons rejected Innocent’s counsel. Instead they went to war. John had expected civil strife for months, but the barons’ first act placed him at a disadvantage. They were strong in the northern counties, and perhaps John believed that they would first try to strike at him there. Instead they seized London, with picked men, while the inhabitants were attending mass. It was a master stroke for all the reasons adduced earlier. Control of London meant near control of the entire realm. Immediately John had to negotiate.


Negotiate, but where? John was ensconced at Windsor Castle. For obvious reasons his opponents would never consent to parley with him in his own stronghold. They suggested meeting on neutral territory, in a meadow at Runnymede, on the river, between London and Windsor, and therefore convenient in a sense. More importantly the barons judged Runnymede to be safe, not merely in relation to Windsor Castle, but absolutely. The field they had in mind was large enough for their armed supporters to occupy. Although it was dry, the approach from the south and east was over marshy ground, so soggy that it would require construction of a causeway in the near future. The king’s army could not suddenly attack from that direction. The approach from the west was bisected by a stream, another line of defence. In short, if the barons approached from the east, as they would, coming from London, then the king could arrive only from the west, along the river’s north bank. ‘Runnymede was almost an island’ and was, therefore, easily defended, according to one account.5 Indeed some reports suggest that the negotiations actually took place on a genuine island in the middle of the river, perhaps the one populated by pre-Roman Britons that we noticed in the previous chapter. If so, the geographical consideration is even more apparent: what better place to discuss matters with a hostile figure than one protected on all sides by water, and with opposing forces at opposite ends of a field on the other side of a river? If King John was actually on an island in the middle of the Thames when he accepted the Magna Carta then perhaps this was the first time that the river influenced the course of modern history in a profound sense. This time it did not merely provide a backdrop.
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