

[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]




For all my wonderful children and grandchildren


 


 


 


First published in 2017


The History Press


The Mill, Brimscombe Port


Stroud, Gloucestershire, GL5 2QG


www.thehistorypress.co.uk


This ebook edition first published in 2017


All rights reserved


© Anne Petrie, 2017


The right of Anne Petrie to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB ISBN 978 0 7509 8321 1


Original typesetting by The History Press


eBook converted by Geethik Technologies




CONTENTS






	 

	

Acknowledgements









	 

	 






	

one




	

The First Millennium









	

two




	

What the Normans Did For Kent









	

three




	

War, Plague and Rebellion









	

four




	

Reformation and Revolution









	

five




	

Ordinary Lives









	

six




	

Fighting the French









	

seven




	

The Towns









	

eight




	

‘Ye Have the Poor Always With You’









	

nine




	

Staying Alive









	

ten




	

Sundays, High Days and Holidays









	

eleven




	

‘There is Nothing Permanent Except Change’









	

twelve




	

Twelve Kent Lives









	 

	

Further Reading









	 

	

About the Author












[image: Illustration]


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


This book could not have been written without the generously given help and time of many people.


Roger Parker and Jon Spence corrected my mistakes, improved my grammar, suggested sources and made helpful criticisms about the way the story is put together. Any remaining errors are mine alone.


Anne Thompson, supported and chauffeured by husband Alan, took most of the photographs, risking sunstroke, braving gale-force winds on the Kent coast and finding her way to impossibly remote sites. She was assisted in editing the pictures by Matt Gore. Thanks are also due to Bill Ridley for finding the elusive oast house, to Andrew Sweeney for permission to use photos from St Leonard’s church and to Elizabeth Pearson and Alison Noyes for information about Dungeness.


The staff at Hythe library dealt uncomplainingly with the huge quantity of books I ordered over the course of a year, and were always ready to help with any queries. Finally, I am hugely indebted to the authors of all those books, whose research forms the basis of this story.


[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]


THE FIRST MILLENNIUM


Dawn, on an early autumn day on the south coast of Kent, high up on the White Cliffs above Dover: a man on horseback shades his eyes as he scans the horizon. He strains forward as the first rays of the rising sun strike the grey sea. He thinks he spots movement. A few minutes later he is sure. He turns and gives the signal to his comrades. They mount their horses, javelins at the ready and wait.


But the ships stop short, out of range of their weapons. They drop anchor and ride the waves for hours, also waiting. Men come and go from the ships and can clearly be seen conferring with their leader. They wave their arms and point and nod, but not a word can be heard. It would make no difference if they spoke as clearly as bells, for they talk in a tongue which is strange to the men on the cliffs.


When the sun is well up, other ships appear, manned with soldiers in heavy leather and metal armour and helmets. But still the ships do not land. They weigh anchor and sail east along the coast.


The man on horseback gives the order and his army moves off in the same direction, mounted chieftains followed by their cavalry, men in chariots, foot soldiers bringing up the rear. They march along the high undulating ground which drops eventually to the flat stretches of beach that lie to the east. Here the ships drop anchor again and the armoured men start to disembark.


At first it is laughably easy to pick them off. The sea is breathtakingly cold, the foreign men cannot stand on the slippery shingle of the sea bed, and waist-deep in water their heavy armour weighs them down. They slide, stumble and fall, losing their weapons and cursing. The waves break red on the shore. Then some of the smaller, strange-looking ships of the alien fleet break away. The crew start to use oars to bring them close inshore and a hail of arrows is directed at the beach. Great machines on the decks hurl rocks with deadly accuracy at the defenders. The foreign soldiers, in shallower water, flounder less, start to reach the beach and to cut down their enemies. The islanders are outnumbered and out-armed and they do the only sensible thing – retreat.


Such was the first day of the first known attempted invasion of Britain, the first of many which, for the next two millennia, put Kent on the front line of the defence of the nation.


In 55 BC, Julius Caesar, fresh from subduing the Gauls, had turned his eyes towards Britain. He wrote later that he thought the Britons were helping the Gauls, and that although it was the wrong time of year for a full-scale invasion, he would like to get a feel for the place and its people. Others have attributed his mission to a desire to see whether Britain was rich enough to be worth invading (he was heavily in debt) or to a need to bolster his reputation as a soldier at home. The Britons knew none of this: they just got wind that he was gathering troops on the other side of the Channel.
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A plaque on the shingle beach at Walmer commemorates Caesar’s first landing in 55 BC. (Anne Thompson)





Caesar had sent a spy ahead of him, who sailed the Kent coast but did not land. The Roman fleet of about a hundred ships set sail for Dover, which must have been identified as a good natural harbour, but sensibly Caesar did not disembark as he could see the native tribes gathered on the cliffs above, poised to shower javelins down on his army. He waited a while, anchored in deep water, for more of his fleet to catch up, and sailed along the coast to an open beach, probably at Walmer. The Kentish tribes followed him along the cliffs and put up fierce resistance on the shore. It was not they, however, but the British weather which finally persuaded Caesar to retreat. An autumn storm seriously damaged the Roman fleet. With winter approaching, Caesar exercised his discretion and sailed back to Gaul. He would be back.


The operation was a propaganda success for Caesar and the next year, better armed and better prepared, he tried again with, according to him, no fewer than 800 vessels. He landed again at Walmer, and this time was unopposed. Caesar, never afraid to blow his own trumpet, wrote that the tribes were ‘terrified by the vast number of ships’, but it may be that they were just mustering their forces.


He took some of his crack troops and marched inland, meeting and rebuffing Kentish warriors on the way. After a brief hiatus to repair some storm-damaged ships, he continued his march about ten days later. Now he met the massed forces of the Britons, from north of the Thames as well as from Kent. The Britons risked a few skirmishes, but soon realised that they could not win in a pitched battle and tried guerrilla tactics instead. Undeterred, Caesar forged ahead until he reached the Thames, where he is said to have used an elephant to help his troops cross the heavily defended river.


At this point, some of the British tribes started to make their peace with Caesar, but the four leaders of the Kentish tribes staged a diversionary attack on the Walmer beachhead to try to draw Caesar off. It failed, and they reluctantly agreed to surrender. They gave hostages, and agreed to pay tribute money to Rome.
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On a lonely stretch of the Medway, a simple stone near the hamlet of Burham marks the place where the Roman army defeated the British tribes in 54 BC. It is regarded by some as second only to the Battle of Hastings in importance for England. (Anne Thompson)





Caesar then sailed back to Gaul, and left not a single soldier to enforce the agreement, which was almost certainly ignored once the Romans had put the English Channel between the two armies.


The status quo remained largely intact for the next ninety years. True, the Emperor Augustus did plan to re-invade on several occasions but he either changed his mind or was distracted by other matters. Later Caligula, an idiosyncratic emperor to say the least, also tried. He drew up his troops in battle formation facing the Channel and ordered them to attack the sea. This unique approach did not work. It fell to his successor, Claudius, to make the definitive invasion.


By the AD 40s, a fierce dynastic power struggle had developed in Britain. Verica, one of the kings deposed in the tussle, appealed for help to Claudius, who coincidentally needed a decent military victory to boost his rather lacklustre image. Not a soldier himself, he put Aulus Plautius, a distinguished senator, in charge of four legions, and despatched them to the shores of Gaul. Sailing from Boulogne, the troops landed at Richborough in East Kent: no sailing up and down the Channel this time, but a direct approach to a known safe harbour. This was an immaculately planned operation.


The Romans’ progress inland was unstoppable. On the Medway, near Rochester, a substantial British force led by the chieftain Caractacus met them, but after two days was defeated and the Romans pushed on to the Thames. The army left behind in Kent quickly established peaceable terms with the tribes. In the rest of the country, the Romans consolidated their takeover, which was to endure for nearly 400 years.


Occupation by a foreign power had its compensations. Caesar had reported that Kent, or Cantium, was thickly studded with farmsteads and that its people were the ‘most civilised’ of the whole island. They proved themselves eager to become even more ‘civilised’. Although subsistence farmers carried on living in their round thatched huts, the slightly better-off started building themselves the new Roman-style rectangular cottages on stone foundations. These homes of three to five rooms have been excavated at Burham, Sandwich, Cobham Park and Charing. Country villas were also built, ranging from small farmhouses to huge luxury residences, often the homes not of Romans, but of the British elite, who enthusiastically adopted the Roman lifestyle. One of the first to be built was at Lullingstone, near Eynsford. Conveniently situated near Watling Street, the main Roman road to London, Canterbury and Rochester, the building was started in around AD 80. Seventy years later it was extended and a centrally heated bath block was added. Central heating was later installed throughout the villa, and the dining room was remodelled and given a fine mosaic floor with depictions of the gods. One room was used as both a pagan shrine, and, later, as a Christian chapel, one of the earliest in Britain.


Another, slightly later villa, at Orpington, has been partly conserved, although most of the surrounding estate buildings are now under Orpington railway station. It was built with flint walls and a tiled roof. Off the single corridor, five rooms faced south-east, overlooking the scenic valley of the River Cray. This relatively humble building was also later enlarged and improved by adding extensions and installing central heating. Home improvements were de rigueur for the Romano-Briton on the make.


Apart from its agriculture, Cantium was also an important industrial area in early Roman times. The vast machinery of the Roman military needed iron and the raw materials of ore and hardwood timber to make charcoal were easily available in the Weald of Kent. The iron-working sites here were hugely productive. It has been estimated that one, at Bardown, had an annual output of 100 to 200 tonnes.


Pottery manufacture in the county was also on an industrial scale, and much of it must have been intended for outside Kent. Again, the industry was probably meeting military needs. Production was centred in Eccles, the Medway marshes and in Canterbury. These sites also made tiles for use in the new residences which were springing up in towns as well as rural areas.


One of these towns was Canterbury, which developed from an Iron Age settlement into a major urban centre. Early in their occupation there, the Romans started introducing their own culture. Tribal huts were removed and replaced and by AD 90 there was a timber theatre in the settlement. A little later, a full-scale expansion programme imposed a planned street system and the typical Roman public buildings – forum, basilica, baths and temples. Later still, in about AD 210, the theatre was rebuilt in stone and seems to have seated an audience of up to 7,000, one of the largest in all Roman Britain. Canterbury, Durovernum to the Romans, was an important trade, social and religious centre.


The other Iron Age site which attracted the Romans was at Rochester, but apart from its defences, little excavation has been done and not much is known about the city in Roman times.


Major excavations have, however, been carried out at Dover, which developed from a tiny settlement into a major naval base under Roman rule. Then, the estuary of the now peaceful little River Dour covered most of what is now Dover’s town centre. It provided the only break in 20km of steep cliffs, and it was on the banks of this tidal delta that the Romans built the base for the Classis Britannica fleet. This supported the army, policed the Channel and seems also to have been involved in the transportation of iron. Its base at Dover, known to the Romans as Dubris, comprised an HQ building, barrack blocks and granaries, accessed through four gates in the massive walls. Nearby were quays, a harbour wall, and on the White Cliffs above, a lighthouse, or pharos.


A little later, a smart new hotel for cross-Channel visitors was built, with a state-of-the-art central heating system and elegantly decorated rooms. It is still open to visitors, although not to overnight guests, as the Roman Painted House in Dover town centre.


Dover had succeeded Richborough (Rutupiae) as the home port of the Classis Britannica. The beachhead there was developed into a large supply depot, with a typical Roman grid street pattern dividing the area up into blocks containing stores, granaries, administrative buildings and sleeping quarters. The depot lasted for about fifty years, but before it was abandoned, a huge monument to the invasion was erected, over 26m tall, encased in Carrara marble and decorated with bronze statues. In the flat, featureless landscape, it must have been visible for miles around.


Richborough became a backwater for a couple of hundred years, but was heavily fortified in the third century, using the stone from the demolished monument as building material. It was one of a string of forts stretching along the coast. During the second half of the third century the whole Roman Empire was under threat, weakened by civil war and facing attacks by barbarian tribes. England was protected from raids in the north by Hadrian’s Wall, but lacked similar defences in the south.




[image: Illustration]


The remains of the Roman pharos or lighthouse at Dover. Its stones were used in about AD 1000 to build the church of St Mary in Castro, which can be seen behind it. (Anne Thompson)
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The massive remains of Richborough Roman fort. Perhaps the most symbolically important of all Roman sites in Britain, it witnessed both the beginning and the end of Roman rule. (Anne Thompson)





To remedy the problem, huge square forts were built at Richborough, Dover, Reculver and Lympne, and other coastal sites outside Kent, garrisoned and prepared to withstand long sieges. On a modern map, only Reculver and Dover are still on the coast. Lympne and Richborough have long since been separated from the sea, cut off by the silt and shingle relentlessly swept along the English Channel. Reculver was once at the end of the Wantsum Channel, nearly 5km wide in places, which separated the Isle of Thanet from the mainland, and which provided a convenient short cut for shipping travelling from London to the continent. It, too, silted up in the Middle Ages, and Thanet is now an isle in name only.




[image: Illustration]


The Roman fort at Lympne, now known as Stutfall Castle. Once on the coast, the remains are now several kilometres inland and are slipping inexorably downhill. (Anne Thompson)





The towns, settlements, forts and depots were all linked by that supreme achievement of Roman civilisation, the paved road. Their development started almost immediately after the invasion, to meet military needs, with the road through Canterbury to London, later known as Watling Street. It originally began at Richborough, though this was later changed to Dover, and after passing through Canterbury proceeded to Rochester, then by bridge over the Medway to Strood. Then it crossed the rivers Darent and Cray before reaching London via Greenwich.


A network of roads supported this artery. There was a road from Lympne to Canterbury, from Dover to Richborough, one from Reculver to Canterbury, and a main road from Rochester to the Weald and Hastings. An offshoot of this formed the road which led to Lympne, and thence to Dover. Transport and communications during the Roman occupation were faster and easier than they would be again until Victorian times.


The roads and much else of Roman civilisation fell into disrepair and eventual ruin when the Romans left in AD 410. The threat to the empire from the north European tribes did not go away, and successive emperors had been withdrawing troops to redeploy them in Gaul and elsewhere for over twenty years. Eventually the Emperor Honorius told Britain that it was now responsible for its own defence. The last troops left, as they had arrived, through Richborough, and it is likely that the richest civilians went with them. They had long since abandoned their great country villas for the security of the towns.


The era that followed is generally referred to as the Dark Ages, not just because it was nasty, brutish and pagan, although it was undoubtedly all those things, but because what happened then is now dim and indistinct. Sources are unclear, contradictory and full of unexplained allusions which defy a single interpretation, and some accounts were written many, many years after the events they purport to describe. The various tribes that invaded and settled in England are usually referred to under the umbrella description ‘Anglo-Saxon’, but there were, as well as Angles and Saxons, also many Jutes, who particularly favoured Kent. Whatever their origins, they did not bring with them the civilising influences that had characterised the Roman occupation.


In about AD 425, a strong English king, Vortigern, emerged from the chaotic vacuum left by Rome. He may, or may not, have invited the Jutish (or maybe Saxon) brothers Hengist and Horsa, mercenary soldiers, to help him fight the Picts. They probably arrived in AD 446. The brothers’ story rests primarily on an account by the Venerable Bede written 300 years later, but if we accept the myth, then Hengist, having traitorously despatched Vortigern and his son, went on to become the first ruler of the kingdom of Kent.


He was succeeded by his son (or possibly his grandson) Aesc, and after a few rather shadowy figures, eventually, in about AD 589, by Aethelbert. Here at last is a man who is fully described in the historical records. Under his leadership, Kent emerged as a fully fledged kingdom, with a royal house, written laws, and the full machinery of government. He was also the first English king to be baptised, making Kent the first Christian kingdom in Britain.


Christianity had been legalised in the Roman Empire in AD 313 and some Romano-Britons had converted. The Anglo-Saxon invaders were pagans, and by the time of Aethelbert, Christian believers only existed in the west of Britain, where their Church had developed separately from the Church of Rome.


Aethelbert had married a Christian princess, Bertha, who arrived from Paris with her chaplain, the Frankish bishop Liudhard. Aethelbert allowed them to use the old Romano-British church of St Martin’s in Canterbury for their devotions. He then either invited Christian missionaries to Kent, or they were sent uninvited by Pope Gregory I. In any event, a Benedictine monk called Augustine and about forty followers landed in Thanet in AD 597. Aethelbert allowed them to preach in Canterbury, his capital, and Christianity became the fashionable club to join after the conversion of the king. The fact that the Church supported his kingship may have been a factor in Aethebert’s decision. Augustine established bishoprics at Canterbury and Rochester and became Archbishop of Canterbury himself, dying in AD 604. Both he and Queen Bertha were later venerated as saints.
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St Martin’s church, Canterbury, is England’s oldest parish church still regularly used for Christian worship. (Anne Thompson)





Aristocratic women, particularly, took an interest in and sometimes founded religious houses. They were a safe haven for widowed queens, chaste princesses and other noble ladies. They followed the example of Aethelburga, the daughter of Aethelbert and Bertha. She had made the obligatory dynastic marriage to King Edwin of Northumbria, converted him to Christianity and borne him several children. On his death in battle, pausing only to collect most of his treasure, she fled back to Kent. There she founded the religious house at Lyminge where she was abbess until her death in 647.


This was a convenient arrangement for her family. Aethelburga was in a position of dignity befitting her status, comfortable, and seen to be a devoted Christian. Just as it was the function of royal men to acquire land and power, it was the function of royal women to serve: by marrying advantageously, by producing heirs and by supporting the Church which propped up the notion of kingship.
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A plaque on the wall of Lyminge church marks the burial place of St Aethelburga (now the accepted spelling of her name). It is near the recently excavated double monastery which she founded. (Anne Thompson)





Another queen, Sexburgha, was married to a grandson of Aethelbert. During her husband’s lifetime she had founded the convent of Minster-in-Sheppey. This was a family tradition: her sister Aethelreda had also founded a nunnery at Ely. Sexburgha retired to her convent when she was widowed, but despite its isolated location, it was not secluded enough for her and she moved to her sister’s establishment instead. Aethelreda died, and although she desired only a quiet life, Sexburgha was obliged to become abbess in her place. Meanwhile, her widowed daughter Ermenilda took over as abbess at Minster-in-Sheppey. All these women were subsequently venerated as saints.


It is, in fact, nigh on impossible to find an Anglo-Saxon woman saint from Kent who was not of royal descent. Similarly, it was almost impossible to become Archbishop of Canterbury without becoming a saint as well. The first twelve to hold the post were all later venerated, all except Wighard who died of the plague before he could be consecrated.


The process of canonisation by the Pope was not introduced until AD 993, and the only criterion for sainthood, apart from a reputedly holy life or martyrdom, was that a miracle should have been attributed to the deceased. It must also be said that the presence of saintly relics in a minster church or cathedral did nothing to harm its revenues from pilgrims.


The Christian Aethelbert was succeeded by a series of kings whose most notable characteristic was their unchristian behaviour. His son Eadbald celebrated his succession to the throne of Kent by rejecting Christianity and marrying his own stepmother. Eadbald’s son, Eorcenbert, illegally excluded his own nephews from the succession in order to gain power. His heir Egbert had his nephews murdered to secure the kingship. The next king, Lothar, took the throne by force, but was driven into exile by his even more violent and hot-headed nephew Eadric. He in turn was dethroned by an outsider from Wessex, Mul, who was so disliked by his people that they set fire to the building in Canterbury in which he was hiding and burnt him to death.


The next two kings of Kent only lasted a few months each, but some stability was restored by Wihtred, who ruled Kent from AD 691 to AD 725. He updated the law code introduced by Aethelbert and, as a devout Christian, exempted the Church from taxation. On his death, he nominated three co-kings to rule in his place and avoid a repetition of the internecine fighting which had so marred the previous hundred years.


The successors to the co-kings were outsiders, chosen by the nobles of England. The choice of Eanmund in AD 762 annoyed Offa, the King of Mercia, so much that he invaded Kent and installed his own man. The people of Kent fought back, but the kingdom was effectively ruled by puppet kings under the thumb of Mercia for the next eighty years. The last of these, Baldred, was deposed by the King of Wessex in AD 825 and the autonomous kingdom of Kent effectively ceased to exist. It was now a sub-kingdom of Wessex. In AD 860 even that small consolation vanished and Kent became a full province of Wessex. However, it was during this time that the attention of the English kings began to be diverted away from fighting each other and towards fighting a common enemy – the Vikings.


Kent was an attractive target for these Norwegian and Danish raiders as its wealthy monasteries with their minster churches were often located conveniently near to the coast. In AD 804, the nuns of Lyminge sought refuge in Canterbury to escape the attackers, and in AD 811 Kentish forces repelled a Viking onslaught on the convent church of the Isle of Sheppey. In AD 841, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle tells us that ‘Ealdorman Herebryht was killed by heathen men and many of the people of Romney Marsh with him’.


The Vikings were not there to civilise, like the Romans, or settle like the Anglo-Saxons. They were there to take what they could, as quickly as they could and to move on to the next target. They mounted hit-and-run raids: a landing made, the locals taken on and defeated, the place ransacked and the raiders went off with their plunder. They rarely stayed for more than a few weeks and seldom went more than 25km inland. This was just a foretaste of what was to come.


By AD 850 the raiders had grown more confident and, to avoid the rigours of the Scandinavian winter, spent the cold season in Kent, on the Isle of Thanet. Fifteen years later, the small groups of longboats and their crews had swelled to become what the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle called ‘The Great Heathen Army’. For the next thirty years, 3,000 armed men roamed the country, killing, pillaging and burning at will.


At this desperate time, salvation arrived in the form of King Alfred of Wessex (he wasn’t ’the Great’ until later). Crowned in AD 871, he at first appeased the invaders by buying them off, but when this approach failed, he went on the offensive and in AD 885 drove off a Viking army which had been besieging Rochester. Seven years later he dispersed enemy encampments at Appledore on the Romney Marsh and at Milton Regis, near Sittingbourne. The Vikings, although claiming the land north of the Thames as the Danelaw, never conquered Wessex and its province of Kent.


Alfred’s victories brought freedom from Viking attack in the south, giving time and leisure for his successors to revive the ancient custom of fighting each other. Occupied in this way, and sometimes in fighting the Welsh and Scots too, they largely left Kent alone. Ignored by the ruling elite, by the tenth century, it was in a state of economic stagnation, but the end of the century saw a revival of its fortunes. Dover, particularly, flourished, and, since it had a mint, probably also had a royal patron. In the early eleventh century the defences on its eastern cliffs were refurbished, including the building of a church with walls suspiciously massive for a place of worship, St Mary in Castro.
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The figurehead of the replica Viking ship Hugin on display at Pegwell Bay, near Ramsgate. The ship was sailed from Denmark in 1949. Behind it is the ‘Armada beacon’, one of a string erected in 1988 to mark the quarter centenary of the event. (Anne Thompson)





Defences were necessary, because the Vikings were back and were now attacking Kent from the sea. Sandwich was hit many times, its large haven being a favoured anchorage for the Anglo-Saxon fleet, and Canterbury was sacked in 1011. This time the raids ended with victory for the Danes and the coronation of Cnut as King of all England in AD 1017. Cnut consolidated his victory by marrying Emma, the widow of Aethelred the Unready (it meant ‘ill-advised’ then), who had died of wounds while resisting the Vikings. Their son Harthacnut succeeded, but his rule was cut short after two years when he dropped dead at a wedding in Lambeth after a heavy drinking session. His half-brother, Edward, the son of Aethelred and Emma, took over. He is known to history as Edward the Confessor.


The reaction of the ordinary people of Kent to these invasions, battles, upheavals and religious conversions is not recorded, but we know a little of how they lived away from the hurly-burly of the power struggles.


When the Romans left Kent, society collapsed. People stopped using coinage and returned to a barter economy. Without the buying power of the Roman military, the great pottery industries ceased trading and the Wealden iron works fell into decay. Urban life seems to have come to an end. Rochester and Dover were abandoned and Canterbury was returned to agriculture. Elsewhere there is evidence of comprehensive depopulation.


What happened to the Romano-British was, according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, either wholesale butchery or lifelong slavery at the hands of the invaders. The lack of archaeological evidence for their survival bears this out. The incomers settled on the prime farmland that had been cultivated under the Romans, and carried on with the practices of their predecessors – mixed farming together with fishing and trading in coastal settlements. They had close trading links with both their nearest continental neighbour, Francia, and with southern Scandinavia. Trade at this time was mostly imports of pottery in exchange for slaves, these probably being the remnants of the Romano-British people.


The arrival of Aethelbert with his law codes and of the Christian Church with its own rules set in place a hierarchical society with the king at the very top. Under the king were eorls (well-born freemen), coerls (ordinary freemen), and laets (labourers). At the very bottom of the pile were the slaves. Even the king, Aethelbert, had his place in a hierarchy of his own, his largely imaginary family tree, which proved his descent from the Germanic war god, Woden.


The kingdom of Kent was divided into administrative areas called lathes, and sometime in the ninth or tenth century the lathes were subdivided into hundreds, although the boundaries were not fixed until much later. Each hundred had its own court or meeting place to discuss administrative matters and to deal with tenancy and land dispute cases.


Land ownership became increasingly important, and the major landowner, apart from the king, was the Church. Monastic houses assembled around them buildings and industries, creating major sites – minsters – which were the size of, and functioned as, small towns. The double monastery (for both men and women) at Lyminge had, as well as domestic areas and a church, sites for agricultural processing, metalworking, smelting, smithing, textile manufacture, leatherworking and grain processing. The houses were rich. The Lyminge house obtained a regular supply of oysters and fish from its Romney Marsh estates and the convent of Minster-in-Sheppey, much favoured by aristocratic ladies, owned at least three ships trading out of Fordwich, London and Sarre.


Each minster had a least one church within its precincts and St Augustine’s Monastery at Canterbury had three by the mid-seventh century. Built at first of wood, the seventh century saw a return to the use of stone as a building material, and Roman brick and tiles were often recycled and incorporated in the construction.


Canterbury had been used by Aethelbert as his capital, and during his reign it slowly emerged as the centre of economic and political affairs. With the building of the cathedral it became the head of ecclesiastical government as well. It also had its own mint, as did Rochester and Dover, the revival of the use of coinage being sure evidence of economic recovery.


The Viking raids of the ninth and tenth centuries put a temporary halt to this revival, but by the time of Cnut, growth was underway again. New streets sprang up in Canterbury, lined with commercial premises, and its population was estimated to be about 8,000 at the beginning of the eleventh century. Some of these people were employed in a new ceramics industry, producing pots and tiles. More churches were built and major construction work was done at the cathedral, making it one of the largest churches in northern Europe.


As well as the established urban sites of Canterbury, Dover and Rochester, coastal settlements such as Sandwich, Hythe and Romney began to mature into towns, and to profit from more settled times by developing havens and fishing industries. Hythe was even minting its own coins by AD 1048. These towns were to develop into the politically and economically powerful Confederation of the Cinque Ports.


Kent had emerged as a thriving community from over 1,000 years of invasion and conquest, by the Romans, the Angles, the Saxons, the Jutes and by the Vikings. It had been pagan, Christian, then pagan again and finally settled for Christianity. It had known subjugation, slavery, autonomy and neglect. Now its strong economic, religious and geographical position made it of particular interest to the next invasion that its people would face, from just across the Channel in Normandy.
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WHAT THE NORMANS DID FOR KENT


The saintly Edward the Confessor died without sons and was succeeded to the throne of England by Harold Godwinson, elected in January 1066 by an assembly of the great and the good of England. His reign would not last the year. Another man believed, or said he did, that the Confessor had promised him the throne. He was the bastard descendant of Viking pirates, William, Duke of Normandy. Furious that Harold had appropriated his inheritance, William spent the summer of 1066 gathering his forces and in early autumn was ready to take what he claimed was rightfully his. Delayed initially by poor weather, he finally set sail across the Channel on 27 September. The story and outcome of the bloody and hard-fought battle near Hastings needs no retelling.


The victor, but not yet king, William needed to consolidate his position and to get to London, the seat of power. He also needed to feed and shelter his army, numbering about 5,000 men. More than anything else, he needed to assert his supremacy and crush the English people.


He had time on his side, as there was no organised opposition. He decided not to march directly to London, but to travel through Kent, where some strategic towns and ports could be picked off en route. He took the old Roman road east from Hastings towards Tenterden and Ashford. At Tenterden he sent a detachment of men south to the port of Romney. On 29 September some of his men had been blown ashore there and had been slaughtered by the townsfolk. William wanted this first example of his justice to make an impact, and although exactly what happened at Romney is not recorded, it was brutal enough to strike terror into the rest of the county.




[image: Illustration]


This monument to the legendary meeting between William the Conqueror and the branch-bearing inhabitants of Kent originally stood near the old A2 road – the Roman Watling Street. When the road was widened it was moved to the church of St Peter and St Paul in Swanscombe. (Anne Thompson)





From Tenterden William marched eastward to Dover. News of his actions at Romney had preceded him, and Dover surrendered immediately, but the town was burned to the ground anyway. William spent some time there fortifying it to his own specifications. It must have seemed like divine retribution to the people of Dover when the Norman army was visited with an outbreak of dysentery.


Undeterred, William pressed on to Canterbury, which also sensibly surrendered immediately, and then, after recovering from dysentery himself, proceeded to London. Legend has it that, en route, while marching along Watling Street, he encountered a host of locals armed only with tree branches and swords. They offered peace if William would protect their ancient rights and liberties. William agreed and from that day the county adopted the motto Invicta, undefeated. It makes a pretty, if far-fetched, story.


On Christmas Day, 1066, in Westminster Abbey, William was crowned by the Archbishop of York. The Archbishop of Canterbury, Stigand, who would have been expected to perform the deed, was disqualified as he had been excommunicated by five successive popes for illegally holding both the see of Canterbury and that of Winchester at the same time. He was infamous for being both very lazy and very rich at the cost of the Church; most of his own bishops avoided him if they could.


Within three months of his coronation, William felt secure enough to return to Normandy, leaving Kent under the control of his half-brother, Odo, who in his teens had been made Bishop of Bayeux. Taking advantage of the king’s absence, the Count of Boulogne, dissatisfied with his share of the spoil after the conquest, attempted a revolt in Dover. It is unclear whether the Dovorians or Eustace, the count, initiated this, but Eustace sailed across the Channel with a contingent of knights and attempted to take Dover Castle from the Normans. The soldiers of the garrison there had no difficulty in seeing him off, and he fled in ignominy back to Boulogne, with most of his knights. The rest threw themselves over the White Cliffs.
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