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Introduction


If you stand today at the Cross in the centre of Gloucester, you are on a man-made hill, perhaps 4 to 5m above the original ground level. Below you lie layer after layer of the city’s history. If you’d stood on the same spot nearly two thousand years ago you may well have seen the arrival of the first Roman soldiers on the edge of the Severn, or the creation of the fortress that was to become Gloucester.


The military engineers who laid out that fortress were, unknowingly, defining the layout of a city that still endures after two thousand years. Many of the roads and streets in the city today were defined by the Romans and still broadly follow their original routes. The fortress remained in use for some decades and was replaced ultimately by a newly founded Roman city. That city, called Glevum, was a ‘colonia’ – a retirement settlement for Roman soldiers. By this time (the late first century AD), the term ‘Roman’ could refer to people from a diverse range of countries and backgrounds and it is likely that this first Gloucester was populated by people from all over the Mediterranean world, as well as parts of Germany and northern France.


These early citizens adopted for their city the exact layout of the fortress from which it had grown. For around three hundred years, they raised public buildings, built town houses, prayed to various gods, died and were buried. But then their city, like the empire that had borne it, began to decline. By the sixth century it is unclear if Glevum still survived as a city. If not, it may still have been a place of importance, a site perhaps of political and religious leadership. A small population living on in the faded grandeur of Rome.


With the coming of the seventh century, Gloucester emerges from the Dark Ages back into recorded history. Minor princes, lords of the forgotten Kingdom of the Hwicce, saw fit to found a minster (the Anglo-Saxon name for a monastery) in Gloucester. These Hiwccan lords were vassals of a greater power – the Kingdom of Mercia. For a time, Mercia was the greatest English kingdom, whose hegemony extended from Kent into Wales and as far north as the Humber.


In AD 865 the Danes (Vikings, if you prefer) invaded and conquered half of England, including the north-eastern half of Mercia. Gloucester, in the south-west of Mercia, remained English. The Danish great army, led by a king called Guthrum, occupied Gloucester for some months. Somehow, Gloucester endured these disasters and emerged from the conflict with newfound importance.


Alfred the Great, King of Wessex*, was able to defeat Guthrum’s army and to stop any further Danish conquest. Consequently, at the end of the ninth century Gloucester found itself the capital city of English Mercia, ruled by a daughter of Alfred the Great – Aethelflaed. It is from Gloucester that Aethelflaed reconquered the kingdom of Mercia from the Danes. Gloucester was also childhood home to Athelstan – a monarch somewhat lost to history, who was to be the first king of all the English peoples. He died in Gloucester in AD 939. Gloucester remained a royal city in the later Saxon period and was a favoured haunt of Edward the Confessor.


After the Norman conquest of 1066, Gloucester continued to attract kings and was the place from which William the Conqueror commissioned Domesday Book, that extraordinary glimpse of the England of a thousand years ago. Although not obvious today, two castles were built in the city. The first, a timber and earth structure that lies partly beneath Blackfriars, was replaced by a more impressive stone keep and bailey on the site of what was later Gloucester prison. The Normans built prodigiously in the years after the invasion, raising the churches and monasteries that can be found throughout the city today.


Henry III was crowned in St Peter’s Abbey in Gloucester in 1216 during the turmoil of the first Barons’ War – a conflict between his father, King John, and the great lords of England. He remained fond of the city, repairing and reinforcing its walls, greatly improving the castle and endowing the various religious houses over the next sixty years. He was often in residence, as was his son, the future Edward I.


After Edward, few royals took much interest in Gloucester. Richard III granted the city’s charter of incorporation in 1483, essentially giving the citizens the right to manage their own affairs. This was in gratitude after Gloucester had closed its gates to Margaret of Anjou, the leader of Lancastrian forces seeking to reach allies in Wales. Instead, the trapped Lancastrian army faced annihilation at the battle of Tewkesbury – one of the bloodiest battles of the War of the Roses.
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