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INTRODUCTION


SOMERSET HAS A history spanning more than 10,000 years, from the prehistoric cannibals who lived in Cheddar Caves to the concrete gun emplacements, airfields and production lines of the twentieth century. Much of that history has been violent. The county has been attacked by merciless Romans, bloodthirsty Vikings and ruthless Normans, and valiantly defended by King Arthur – in legend, at least – and by Alfred the Great. It was the site of the decisive Battle of Peonnum in 658, and just over 1,000 years later, in 1685, the equally decisive Battle of Sedgemoor, the last full-scale battle fought on English soil.


People from Somerset have played leading roles in some of the bloodiest events in British history. When Archbishop Thomas Becket was brutally murdered in 1170, it was a Somerset man who struck the fatal blow. When King Edward II had a red-hot poker thrust up his backside in 1327, it was a Somerset man doing the thrusting. When Parliament voted to execute King Charles I in 1649, the vote was rigged… by a Somerset man!


The following pages take you on a guided tour of Somerset’s history, with all the tedious bits missed out – an experience guaranteed to be exciting, dramatic… and bloody!




12,700 BC



CAVEMEN AND CANNIBALS




The men launched a fusillade of spears against the herd of animals stampeding through the narrow gorge. When the dust had cleared, three of the animals lay dead – as well as one of their own number, who had been gored to death. A good haul: four edible carcases…





LONG BEFORE Homo Sapiens arrived in Somerset, there was Homo Neanderthalensis. Forty thousand years ago, most of Britain was covered by a vast sheet of ice – but the ice stopped just north of the Mendips. The rocky landscape to the south of the ice was roamed by huge animals: mammoths, woolly rhinoceroses, giant bears. These great beasts were hunted by hyenas, and by something else: a strange creature that walked upright and hurled wooden spears with tips made of sharpened stones. Neanderthal Man had arrived on the scene!


The Neanderthals weren’t the smartest people that ever lived, but they were a lot smarter than anything else that was around at the time. Like the hyenas, they ate the animals they killed… but unlike the hyenas, they carefully removed the skins and used them to make clothing for themselves. They shared Cooper’s Hole at Cheddar and the Hyena Den at Wookey Hole with the hyenas, but it was the Neanderthals who made the stone axes and built the fire-hearths that have been found there.


The Neanderthals were around for a long time, but eventually they were forced south by the ever-encroaching ice sheet. From 24,000 BC until the end of the Ice Age in 8000 BC – with one brief exception – Somerset was too cold for human habitation. That one brief exception rejoices in the name of the Late Upper Palaeolithic, and it’s a strong contender for the goriest period in the region’s history.


Around 12,700 BC, for reasons no one really understands, there was a dramatic rise in temperature across the whole of the Northern Hemisphere. For a few centuries the Ice Age was put on hold, and southern Britain became almost as warm as it is today. Animals that for thousands of years had been confined to southern Europe suddenly started to migrate to the north. Wild horses, red deer and cattle arrived in Somerset. And the human hunters who preyed on them came hard on their heels.
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Neanderthal Man. (© Mark North)
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Woolly mammoths roamed prehistoric Somerset.


These were Homo Sapiens – modern humans, not Neanderthals. A small group of them settled in Cheddar, which suited them for two reasons: firstly, the caves provided shelter; and secondly, the gorge – which was even narrower in those days than it is today – provided a natural killing ground for the animals they hunted. Acting as a co-ordinated team, one group of men could frighten deer or cattle into the gorge, while another group picked them off in a classic ambush.


The centre of the Cheddar community was the huge cavern now known as Gough’s Cave. Deep inside – so deep that modern-day tourists can only see their way with the aid of electric lighting – there is a wall carving dating from this period which clearly depicts a mammoth. It’s the oldest work of art in Britain, and it proves that the people of Late Upper Palaeolithic Cheddar weren’t complete savages… or does it?


In the 1980s, scattered human remains were discovered inside Gough’s Cave that have been dated, near enough, to that critical date of 12,700 BC. The remains came from five individuals: a young child, two older children, and two adults. The bones were mixed up with the remains of various species of animals, and all the bones – human and animal – showed clear signs of butchery. The people who lived in Gough’s Cave in the Late Upper Palaeolithic weren’t just meat-eaters – they were cannibals!


Four of the skulls show scratches inflicted by flint knives, where the scalp was cut away. The eyeballs were scooped out, and the skulls inverted over a fire to cook the brains. There are cut marks on the lower jawbones, where the muscles were severed to remove the jaw for easier access to the brain. The lower jaws were split in two to get at the tongue. The long bones of the arms and legs were cracked open so the marrow could be scooped out.


Cannibalism may sound barbaric, but in the harsh conditions of the Late Upper Palaeolithic it was nothing but simple common sense. Food was in short supply – so if a child or elderly person died, why not make the most of what they had to offer? Brains, tongues, eyeballs and bone marrow are all highly nutritious, and allowing them to go to waste would have been foolish sentimentality.


The respite from the Ice Age was brief, and before long the cold weather was back with a vengeance. People migrated south, and Somerset was left devoid of human occupation until the ice sheet finally receded around 8000 BC. This time, when Homo Sapiens came back, they were here to stay.


Britain‘s oldest complete skeleton was discovered at Cheddar in 1903. It belonged to a hunter-gatherer who lived around 7000 BC, and has been dubbed ‘Cheddar Man’. Amazingly, Cheddar Man was found to have DNA in common with his cannibalistic predecessors of the Late Upper Palaeolithic. But Cheddar Man was far more sophisticated than they were. He would have had a range of weapons, including a harpoon for hunting fish and waterfowl, and a bow and arrow to bring down small animals at a much longer range than a throwing spear. The weapons and tools of the period were still made of stone, but they were extremely finely worked – when they’re unearthed today, many of them are still sharp enough to inflict a nasty cut!


A few miles north of Cheddar, Aveline’s Hole near Burrington is the oldest known cemetery in Britain. In the eighteenth century it was found to contain about 100 skeletons, but most of them were appropriated by souvenir hunters. By the early twentieth century, only twenty skeletons remained, and they were carefully moved to a museum in Bristol – where most of them were destroyed by a Second World War bomb! The few fragments that remain have since been dated to c.8000 BC… about 1,000 years older than Cheddar Man.
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Cheddar Gorge, which 15,000 years ago was home to cannibal cave-dwellers. (Courtesy of Sam Segar, SXC)





AD 43


OVERRUN BY THE ROMANS!




The invaders looked like men, but they weren’t men. They were devils, or perhaps they were machines. They kept on coming. Spears and stones bounced off their chests as if they were cast out of bronze. And now they were swarming through the gates…





THE IRON AGE landscape of Somerset was dominated by hillforts. Many of them were quite modest in size, although the most imposing – like Cadbury Castle and Ham Hill – were huge. They were built for defence, with multiple banks and ditches and stone-faced ramparts made of timber, earth and rubble. Access would have been through just two or three gateways, with heavy wooden gates and constantly manned guard posts. The guards would have been armed with iron swords and spears, and stone slingshot.


You could be forgiven for thinking that the hillforts were geared towards constant warfare, and that the people who lived in them were battle-hardened warriors. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case. The elaborate defences were largely for show, or at most meant to act as a passive deterrent. For the most part the people of Iron Age Somerset were peaceful farmers, who got on well with their neighbours. Inside the well-defended hillforts were wattle-and-daub houses where men, women and children went about ordinary, everyday activities.


The Romans, on the other hand, were a different matter. When they arrived in Britain in AD 43 the country had never seen their like before. They were ruthless, ambitious, well-organised and efficient. And their military technology was generations ahead of anything the natives had. The Roman Army swept through southern Britain, conquering everything in its path.


The Romans kept careful records, and these show that the people of Somerset didn’t give up without a fight. But the odds were stacked against them. The slings and spears of the natives were no match for the Roman soldiers with their body armour and their ballistas – huge catapults firing lethal iron darts. It’s clear from archaeological evidence that the hillforts of Somerset were over run by the Romans very soon after the invasion. Ballista bolts, armour fittings and other Roman military equipment have been unearthed at Ham Hill, indicating the presence of both infantry and cavalry units. At Cadbury Castle there is clear evidence of a massacre. A sword-slashed skull was found, as well as the scattered bones of up to thirty other people that show signs of violent death and burning.


Another massacre, by a group of Roman soldiers under the command of General Ostorius, took place at the Norton Fitzwarren hillfort. The bodies of the victims were piled up in a heap and left to rot. According to local legend, the rotting carcases turned into a vengeful dragon, said to haunt the hillfort well into the Middle Ages.


While the Romans may have had fun slaughtering the locals, that wasn’t the main reason they invaded Britain. They were after its natural resources. The lead and silver mines at Charterhouse-on-Mendip were internationally famous even before the Romans arrived, and the invaders were quick to seize control of them. Several lead bars from the mine carry Latin inscriptions dated to AD 49, just six years after the invasion. Lead from the Mendip Hills was transported as far afield as the Mediterranean – examples have been found in the ruins of Pompeii, just south of Naples.


Despite its brutal beginnings, Roman Britain soon became peaceful, prosperous and urbanised. Ilchester grew into an important Roman town, and the surrounding area was dotted with numerous high-status villas, many of them boasting brightly coloured mosaic floors. While Iron Age chieftains had proclaimed their status with military-style hillforts, the ultimate power symbol for the Romano-British was nothing more warlike than a nicely tiled bathroom.


The most impressive baths of all were located at Bath – or Aquae Sulis, as it was known in Roman times. But the baths of Roman Bath were no ordinary baths: they formed part of a vast religious complex dedicated to the goddess Minerva. In the temple courtyard, animal sacrifices were carried out on a regular basis. The most common victim was a young female calf, which would have been specially picked out for its physical perfection and tranquil nature. The animal would have been anointed with wine, adorned with garlands and pampered… and then its throat would have been slit with a ritual dagger. The altar of the goddess would run red with blood.
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Roman baths at Aquae Sulis. (Library of Congress (LC-DIG-ppmsc-07999)


After an animal was sacrificed, it would be disembowelled so its entrails could be inspected by a kind of soothsayer called a haruspex. At Aquae Sulis, the haruspex was a man named Lucius Marcius, and it was his job to ‘read’ the entrails to see what they had to say about the future.


As it turned out, the future was bleak. By the beginning of the fifth century, the Roman Empire was under constant attack from the ‘barbarians’ who lived beyond its borders. The Romans were forced to review their priorities, and they decided Britain wasn’t one of them. They moved out. On the whole, people weren’t sorry to see them go. A stone monument of the period near Winsford bears the defiant inscription ‘Carataci Nepus’, meaning ‘kinsman of Caratacus’. And who was Caratacus? He was an ancient Briton who led one of the first revolts against the invading Romans 400 years earlier!


With the Romans gone, Britain was left wide open to the marauding barbarians… and that was a problem. During the centuries of Roman occupation, the British people had become soft and placid. Most of them had no idea how to fight a battle. What Britain needed was a hero…





AD 500


THE LIFE AND LEGENDS OF KING ARTHUR




Arthur donned his suit of armour and placed a golden helmet, adorned with the figure of a dragon, on his head. He took up his mighty sword Excalibur, wrought in the Isle of Avalon, and his lance, strong, tough, and fit for the slaughter…





THE ROMAN ARMY left Britain, like rats leaving a sinking ship, in the year 410. About sixty years later, a man named Arthur was born in Cornwall. He went on to become the most famous King in British history… although he was never ‘King of Britain’ in the modern sense. He was a King of Dumnonia – a sub-kingdom of post-Roman Britain roughly corresponding to present-day Cornwall, Devon and Somerset.


The fifth and sixth centuries were a chaotic time, and records from the period are sparse. Most of what is known about King Arthur was written much later, and is inextricably mixed up with myths and legends. One of the few writers whose lifetime overlapped with Arthur was Gildas the Wise (516–570). He was as different from King Arthur as chalk from cheese: a reclusive hermit who just wanted a quiet life. He spent seven years living in complete seclusion on the Somerset island of Steep Holm in the Bristol Channel, until his peace and quiet was rudely interrupted by a band of marauding pirates. Gildas gathered his few possessions together and moved to the mainland, gravitating towards the religious centre of Glastonbury. He built a small hermitage in nearby Street, where he lived for the rest of his life.
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The King Arthur of legend, with the Knights of the Round Table. Is Glastonbury really the Isle of Avalon, the reputed final resting place of Arthur? (LC-USZ62-133691)


The most important book Gildas wrote was called On the Ruin of Britain. This wasn’t a conventional history, written for the benefit of posterity, but an attack on declining moral standards aimed at his contemporaries. Gildas doesn’t mention King Arthur by name – but ‘Arthur’ means bear, and one character who is singled out for criticism is addressed as Ursa, Latin for bear: ‘Why so much wickedness, Ursa, ruler of many, contemptuous oppressor? Why so much warfare against men, against fellow citizens, against the gods?’
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Cadbury Castle, site of a massacre by the invading Romans, and one of the possible locations of King Arthur’s Camelot.




THE FIRST BATTLE OF LANGPORT
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Langport saw one of the decisive battles of the English Civil War, but more than 1,000 years earlier it was the scene of another battle. This one took place in the year 522, when the town was called Llongborth. A medieval poem about the battle says: ‘In Llongborth I saw the weapons of men, and blood fast dropping… In Llongborth I saw Arthur, and brave men who cut with steel.’


The historical romances of the Middle Ages frequently alluded to Glastonbury by its poetic name ‘Isle of Avalon’. In the days before the draining of the Somerset Levels, Glastonbury was indeed a kind of ‘isle’, with the tor rising dramatically out of surrounding marshland. The name occurs in tales of the Holy Grail as well as Arthurian literature. According to Geoffrey of Monmouth, the Isle of Avalon was the place where King Arthur’s sword Excalibur was made, and the place he was taken after he was wounded at his last battle in Cornwall. A traitor named Mordred led an insurrection:




… the battle on a sudden began with great fury; wherein it would be tedious to relate the slaughter, the cruel havoc, and the excess of fury that was to be seen on both sides… till Arthur at last made a push with his company, and having opened a way with their swords, they pierced through it, and made grievous slaughter. For in this assault fell the wicked traitor himself, and many thousands with him.





But Arthur too was badly wounded, and ‘carried thence to the isle of Avalon to be cured of his wounds’. Like all great warriors, Geoffrey’s Arthur didn’t die: he just faded away.
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One of the battles mentioned by Gildas is ‘the siege of Badon Hill, the last massacre of the enemy, but not the least’. Later historians, from the ninth century onwards, associated this battle with King Arthur. The location of Badon Hill is uncertain – but in the Germanic language of the time baden means baths, so it’s a fair assumption that it took place on one of the hills near Bath. That was the view of the twelfth-century historian Geoffrey of Monmouth:




HOLY BLOOD
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According to medieval chroniclers, a group of twelve Christian missionaries arrived in Britain from Roman-occupied France in AD 63. The leader of the twelve was Joseph of Arimathea – the man who, according to the Bible, had allowed the body of Jesus to be interred in his own tomb. The twelve missionaries were drawn to Glastonbury, where they set up the first British monastery. Joseph is reputed to have brought with him a chalice containing the blood of Christ, which he buried in Glastonbury’s Chalice Well. This blood is said to give the water a distinctive reddish hue that can be seen to this day.
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