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INTRODUCTION



‘Gentle reader! We are not about to slay you with the ponderous club of historical narration and bury you under piles of tedious detail.’


Lincolnshire in History by J. Metcalf





THE WORDS ABOVE, although a bit archaic, might apply to this short book on the history of Lincoln. The idea is to present a selective history of the city, emphasising those parts most interesting to the general reader. But what a wealth of material to consider! The city has a long history and its citizens have much to be proud of, including being instrumental in changing the face of modern warfare. The city and the area around it had some of the earliest roads in the country (built by the Romans, of course) and Lincoln in its early history became second only to London in its importance in commerce. The huge diocese of Lincoln stretched from the Humber down to the River Thames and has one of the largest – and to many people one of the most beautiful – cathedrals in the country. The bishops of Lincoln have been both colourful and influential; one of them so annoyed the King that he was lucky not to suffer the same fate as Archbishop Becket, who was murdered in his own cathedral.


The city bore the brunt of much of the Anglo-Saxon and Viking invasions. The Romano-British occupants were driven away to the North and the West, and were replaced by new immigrants. If you like battles and sieges, Lincoln has them in plenty – three or four during the Civil War and a great many before that. The castle, one of the most important and ancient buildings in the city, was built by William the Conqueror; its walls are still standing, mainly due to the fact that it has always housed a prison. And its walls have seen many assaults, from siege engines to explosive devices hidden beneath them.


If you are interested in royalty, most of the reigning monarchs of the country have visited Lincoln, some of them to court popularity and prop up their fading administrations – one of them even held a parliament in Lincoln. If your interest is in the more macabre, stories of the Black Death and typhoid outbreaks also appear in this book. But if your desire is for the more romantic, then there’s the king whose wife died just outside Lincoln – he set up crosses at every place where the funeral party stopped on the way to Westminster Abbey, where she is buried. And there is a house in Lincoln where two lovers met in one of the greatest love affairs of medieval times, which produced a whole dynasty of kings and queens of England.
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A Victorian view of Lincoln. (Courtesy of the Library of Congress, LC-DIG-ppmsc-08547)





43 – 61


ROMAN SCANDALS


IN AD 43, eight Roman legions landed in the Medway estuary under their commander, Plautius, and fought a battle with the Britons near Rochester. The superior armour, weapons and discipline of the Roman soldiers soon told, and the British forces were routed. Plautius then sent legions to the North, across the Thames estuary, to capture Colchester – the capital of the Catuvellauni tribe, who occupied the region. Legions also went to the West and Midlands, and the 9th Legion was sent to secure the Trent valley and the Humber estuary. The troop was known as the Hispania Legion (after battle honours secured in Spain) and comprised some 5,000 men. There were probably many battles fought against the British tribes on the way and several forts were built, including a large encampment at Longthorpe, just outside what is now Peterborough. In around AD 47, the 9th Legion followed the old prehistoric trackway known as Icknield Street north along the limestone escarpment, with the River Witham on the west, and built a fort at what is now Lincoln.


The name Lincoln derives from the old Celtic word for a lake, ‘Lindo’, the lake being what we now call Brayford Pool. Over the years, the Romans built a substantial fort on the high ground above the lake, and eventually extended it down the hill to the lakeside, when the place became a colonia (a place where pensioned-off soldiers could retire to). The Romans built Ermine Street (which ran from London to Lincoln) and the Fosse Way (running from Exeter to Lincoln). They constructed a canal linking the Witham with the Trent, and another canal called the Cardyke. This was cut from the River Welland in the south of the county to the River Witham near Lincoln, and helped to drain the marshy ground to the east.


Relations with the Celtic tribes were not cordial. The Britons subjugated by the Romans were disarmed, heavily taxed and often forced into slavery. But occasionally, a tribal leader was allowed a certain amount of latitude. One of these was Prasutagus, King of the Iceni tribe which occupied part of East Anglia. Over the years he had amassed a considerable wealth and, to keep in with the Romans, had promised that when he died half of his kingdom would pass to the Roman Emperor Nero. Prasutagus died in AD 60, but the Romans, under Suetonius (the governor of the province), demanded the whole of his kingdom. Prasutagus’ widow Boudicca (or Boadicea), a much younger woman from another tribe, was said to be a striking-looking woman, very tall, with long, red hair and a commanding presence. But she was publicly humiliated. She was stripped and flogged, and her two daughters were raped by Roman slaves. Then the lands of the Iceni were plundered and their treasures were confiscated.
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The Roman legionary fortress. (Courtesy of David Vale and the Society for Lincolnshire History and Archaeology)


This caused huge resentment against the Romans, and several other tribes joined with the Iceni in a revolt. An army of 100,000 tribesmen marched on Colchester, which had been taken over by the Romans as their local headquarters. At the time, Suetonius was away in Wales, along with two thirds of the Roman forces in the country, trying to subdue rebellious tribes there; consequently, Colchester was not well defended. It was sacked and the Roman forces routed. The victorious Britons next turned towards London and began to march south. But, in the meantime, word had reached the fort at Lincoln of the rebellion, and a detachment from the 9th Legion was dispatched to meet the rebels. It is not known where exactly the battle was fought, but the Roman infantry were decisively defeated. Only the cavalry were able to make their escape, and they retreated to the fort at Longthorpe.


Suetonius rushed back from Wales – but, to facilitate his speed, was only able to bring a small force. He decided to abandon London and left its citizens to the mercy of the attackers; they were duly slaughtered by the forces of Boudicca. The whole town was burned, and recent excavations have shown a thick layer of ash which still remains beneath the city. Roman buildings were destroyed and even Roman cemeteries were desecrated. The Britons then turned north to the town of St Albans – this too was sacked, and its inhabitants put to the sword.
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The Roman colonia. (Courtesy of David Vale and the Society for Lincolnshire History and Archaeology)


By this time, Suetonius had withdrawn into the West Midlands. But, realising that such an extensive enemy would need a great deal of food, on his retreat he systematically destroyed all the food stores that the Romans had made. Eventually, the two armies met, and fought a battle which was later called the Battle of Watling Street, thought to be near Nuneaton. But this time, Suetonius was able to choose the site of the battle. He grouped his forces on top of a hill with forest around on three sides, so that his soldiers could not be ambushed. The only way an attack could be made against him was between a narrow passage to his front; the huge Celtic force would be forced to rush uphill against their foes. Suetonius had only about 10,000 men against more than 100,000 Britons. He placed his legionaries in the centre of his line, close together, so that their shields created a solid wall of iron. The cavalry he placed at the sides.


The Britons had no cohesive form for their force. Small groups mixed with larger groups and all rushed forward together, making a terrifying sight. Their wagons, containing their wives and families, they kept at the back to watch the battle. Before operations started, both sides were exhorted by their leaders to fight bravely. Boudicca, in a chariot, drove through her troops and shouted at them to be prepared to give their lives for their land. Suetonius harangued his men from his horse. Then the battle began.


The Britons charged uphill – but they were tired after the long march and hungry from lack of food, and their attacks petered out against the solid walls of the legionnaires. Then the Roman soldiers surged forward, supported by the cavalry, who tore down the hill with wild cries. The Britons turned and fled. But the massed wagons behind them impeded their progress and many were caught and felled. A dreadful slaughter ensued. The Romans lost about 400 men and the Britons nearly 80,000 men, women and children. It was the end of the rebellion. Boudicca is said to have retreated to her home ground, and took poison to avoid being captured by the Romans. Suetonius, by his victory, again obtained control of the province of Britannia.
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Boudicca whipping up her troops before battle.





400s – 900s


ANGLO-SAXON ATTITUDES


WHEN THE ROMAN legions finally left Britain in AD 407, the City of Lincoln was largely in ruins. The half of the city on top of the hill was all that remained – and of this, the Basilica and the Forum, and even the Roman baths, were in ruins. New pathways and streets had developed through the former Roman properties. The population itself had been declining steadily from the 6,000–8,000 people there had been around AD 150 to a few hundred by AD 360. But the place was never completely abandoned; animal husbandry continued within the walls, and the city walls and gates remained largely intact. This meant that the city was easily defended, and therefore offered a good place for tribal leaders to make their headquarters. There grew up around the city a small kingdom called Lindsey, which had almost the same borders as the modern Lindsey, stretching to the east of Lincoln and some 4 miles to the west of the city. This entity existed for nearly 400 years.


Within fifteen years of the Romans leaving Britain, tribes from northern Germany and the Low Countries began to invade the country. These were the Anglo-Saxons. Many of the soldiers had served as mercenaries in the Roman armies and knew that much of the country was like their homelands. Fighting broke out between the pagan invaders and the British population, who by this time were largely Christian. It has been speculated that a British king based in Lincoln, who fought battles against the Anglo-Saxons, might have inspired the legend of King Arthur. According to some Middle Age stories, King Arthur fought a battle near Lincoln in which 6,000 Saxons were killed. Several other encounters occurred near a river, which might have been the River Ancholme in the district known as Linnuis – which could well have been Lindsey. However, later records of kings of Lindsey show that their names had a distinctive Germanic flavour.
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England in about 600. (By permission of Oxford University Press)


By the early sixth century, there was a heavy migration of Anglo-Saxons into Lincolnshire. Initially there was conflict between two warring tribes (the Lindiswaras and the Gainas) in the county, but they eventually came together with others to form the Kingdom of Mercia in about 584. This brought a measure of stability to the region and the population of Lincoln began to grow again. In 630, St Paulinus came from Northumbria and converted the pagan chief who was based in Lincoln. A large church was built in the city, called St Paul-in-the-Bail, and again the city prospered.


The Viking invasion began some 200 years later. At first, the invaders from Denmark and Scandinavia plundered the East Coast, concentrating on wealthy centres like the monasteries, with their silver and gold ornaments. But later, the incursions were more inland. Their ships sailed up the Humber and the Trent and, in AD 872, a vast army wintered at Torksey on the Trent, roughly 12 miles from Lincoln. Plunder soon gave way to conquest and two years later they launched an attack on Mercia, which was under the control of the kings of Wessex. Lincoln was occupied by the Danes, who set up the area known as the Five Boroughs; these were centred on the existing Roman fortified towns: Lincoln, Nottingham, Derby, Leicester and Stamford. Lincoln became one of the most important cities in the region, having its own mint.
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England in the tenth century. (By permission of Oxford University Press)


One of the Wessex kings who fought against the Danes was the famous King Alfred, of burning the cakes fame. He was a brilliant military tactician who won many battles against the Danes, but Lincoln has more connections with his son, Edward. Known as Edward the Elder, he was Alfred’s oldest son, and, when Alfred died in 899, Edward expected to be crowned king in his place. But the kingship was disputed by one of his cousins, Ethelwold, who was the son of the King of Wessex before Alfred, and he openly opposed Edward. However, when Edward marched against him, Ethelwold fled to Danish Northumbria, where the Danes were happy to crown him king. Meanwhile, Edward was crowned at Kingston-upon-Thames in 900. Ethelwold was killed in a battle against Edward in 902, but war continued against the Northumbrian Danes; the Danes were decisively defeated in a battle in 909, and did not raid south of the Humber again in Edward’s time. Edward continued his attacks against the Danes, building forts at Hertford, Tamworth, Stafford and Warwick. In 917, he captured Derby, and the following year Leicester, Stamford and Nottingham, and lastly Lincoln.
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