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   Praise for 
God is an Englishman:

   ‘It’s a fascinating, fulsomely detailed book, which provides a wonderful tour through English Christianity.’

   Rev Fergus Butler-Gallie

   ‘At a time when more and more English people are casually abandoning Christian faith, because they no longer see its point, Bijan Omrani reminds us how much of what we are pleased to take for granted depends on it. Belief in God always requires faith, but awareness of the good things kept alive by it gives us reasons for venturing the leap. This is a beautifully composed book, and an important one.’

   Rev Professor Lord Nigel Biggar

   ‘At last someone is standing up for our Church and its amazing contribution, over centuries, to English life.’

   Quentin Letts

   ‘Druids and devotees of Woden or Thor probably lamented the rise of Christianity in England with the same sense of forsaken traditions as Christians feel today at the encroachments of secularism, godlessness, pantheism and weird fringe cults. But the loss of the country’s Christian heritage would make England unrecognisable, as Bijan Omrani explains, impoverished, dreary and dim, with all that’s glorious withered. With characteristically English understanding and good humour, God is an Englishman exposes the danger and explains why everyone in England, of all faiths and none, should relish and cherish the Christian legacy in arts and music, learning and law, kindness and kingliness, valour and values – all that’s fun and all that’s fundamental.’

   Professor Felipe Fernandez-Armesto
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Introduction

   Debt to a Dying God

   Christianity is dying in England. In this generation, the religion that has defined the spiritual life, identity and culture of the country since its origins as a unified state in the tenth century has come into its death agony. The statistics tell a stark and unambiguous story. The 2017 Social Attitudes Survey found that 53 per cent of British adults had no religious affiliation, up from 48 per cent in 2015, and 31 per cent in 1983. Of 18–24-year-olds, almost three in four said they had no religion, and only 3 per cent described themselves as Anglican.1 The 2021 census found that only 46.2 per cent of people in England and Wales identified themselves as Christians, down from 59.3 per cent ten years previously.2 Regular Sunday church attendance has fallen from 1.2 million in 1987 to 685,000 in 2023. Between 2000 and 2024, 641 churches were closed and between 2016 and 2021, 278 parishes were amalgamated.3 Recent projections suggest that, at current rates, Christian church congregations will vanish by the 2060s.4

   The death of Christianity in England represents a change far more profound than anything like Brexit. The British membership of the European Union and its predecessors lasted for a little short of 50 years, and its practical effect for the most part was confined to trade, commerce and the movement of people. The presence of Christianity, by contrast, reaches back to before the emergence of England as a country, and has been a lodestar in the development of nearly every facet of English life – its language, law, literature, calendar, spirituality, the very existence of the nation itself.

   Despite this, Christianity’s disappearance is being accepted with little consideration or debate. The ebbing away of the faith is greeted with barely a fraction of the passion which accompanied Brexit. Many treat the end of Christian observance as an unremarkable inevitability in an age of technology, diversity and democratic emancipation. When the trend does receive attention, it is often seen as a good thing. Christianity, so say the commentators who discuss it, was a disaster. They blame it for a host of crimes, from the destruction of Classical and pagan heritage, to the stifling of free speech and scientific investigation, a series of religious wars, the Inquisition, the burning of witches, the repression of women, the support of slavery and endemic sexual abuse. ‘Christianity is so closely tied up with issues of nationalism, whiteness and privilege in England that it’s impossible to separate them’, said an article in the Independent following the publication of the 2021 census figures. The decline in Christianity  ‘doesn’t mean a decline in morality but could reflect a more critical approach to “traditional” knowledge that’s previously gone unquestioned. That’s something to celebrate, not to lament.’5

   Given its fundamental role in England’s past, the future of Christianity in England deserves a far more engaged and informed debate. Such a debate, to consider the future, needs to be based on a more measured assessment of the way in which Christianity has contributed to the formation of so much of English life up to the present. It also needs to be more open to the possibility, contrary to the tendency of present discourse, that Christianity’s influence has not been entirely malign.

   This book is intended to encourage and contribute to the debate, first by laying out as clearly as possible the multifarious and fundamental ways in which Christianity has contributed to English life and culture. Tom Holland, in his seminal work Dominion: The Making of the Western Mind (2019), powerfully made the case that many European ideas now thought non-religious and universal, for example secularism, liberalism, feminism and even Marxist ideologies and revolution, were ultimately derived from Christian thinking. I hope to take this approach further by applying it to English ideas and institutions, making clear how many of them owe their genesis or character specifically to Christianity. The origins of English kingship, the very idea of English nationhood, the rule of law, English law generally, education, spirituality, notions of ethics, charity, tolerance and public duty all have their roots in Christian doctrine, and English culture – the arts, landscape, language, literature, music, social life – would be unrecognisable without the Christian leaven.

   The second part of this book begins by examining how Christianity, in the twentieth century and the 1960s in particular, started to decline in a way that was entirely without precedent. It then asks if, despite this decline, Christianity in the twenty-first century has anything left to give. Can it, and should it, play any role in a modern notion of English national identity? Is its decline a matter for concern, or even a danger? Does it offer any benefit in terms of cohesion as an established religion, particularly given England’s contemporary multifaith and multicultural situation? Is there any merit in it as a moral guide for the modern age? And does it have a valid spiritual offering in a time where science, technology and a restless media culture have fostered a climate of scepticism?

   In a work with such wide-ranging ambitions, there will inevitably be omissions. The greatest is that the work is only able to deal with England rather than the whole United Kingdom. This is, if anything, out of respect for the different nations in the Union. Whilst there is much in common between England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland (and Ireland before it) in terms of the impact of Christianity upon them, in each case there are also considerable and intricate differences in its influence and development on their respective cultures and institutions, and I felt unable to do justice to the distinctiveness of each nation in one book alone.6 There is, however, merit in looking at England alone, given the increased level of devolution since the 1990s and the impact this has had on English national consciousness. I would also hope, whilst the experience of every nation in the UK is different, that there is enough in the way of shared experience to make the book of interest to those beyond England itself – and, indeed, such shared experience extends beyond the shores of the UK to wherever there was an English imperial or cultural presence, whether the USA or the English-speaking Commonwealth with the shared inheritance of the Common Law, education and literature.

   Another omission is that, as I have chosen to focus on England itself, I have not been able to cover the work of missionaries sent from Britain around the world and the inestimable contribution they made to humanitarian development. I have covered the domestic campaign motivated by evangelical Christianity for the abolition of slavery, but not the extraordinary self-sacrifice made on the ground in Africa and elsewhere by nineteenth-century missionaries and sailors to root out the trade.7 My focus on England has also meant leaving aside global responses to English Christian culture, particularly the King James Bible and its associated literature;8 indeed, such is the debt of domestic English literature and art to the Bible and Christian thought that it has been only possible to scratch the surface on these points. These grand subjects deserve their own books, but at least here is a start.

   Shakespeare’s Mark Antony said of the dead Caesar: ‘The evil that men do lives after them; The good is oft interred with their bones.’9 I hope here not just to disinter some of that now-forgotten good, but also to suggest, with the Prophet Ezekiel,i that these dry bones might just still live.

   

   
    
     	i See Ezekiel 37.


    

   

  

 
  
   
Part One

   What England Owes Christianity

  

 
  
   
1

   The Land of Angels

   This royal throne of kings, this sceptered isle…
This earth, this realm, this England1


   AD 597

   Forty men in a boat are crossing the English Channel. They are heading for the Isle of Thanet, the easternmost tip of the Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Kent. Their boat is laden with treasures, but the men are simply dressed, in rough, drab woollen tunics. Never before have they been this far north, and they are all, to a man, terrified.

   Their journey had begun in Rome, as a mission instigated by Pope Gregory, the Bishop of Rome. The idea for it, so they heard, had come to Gregory one day in the city’s marketplace. It had been a busy day there, and some new merchants had arrived with a particularly fine cargo of slaves. These had caught Gregory’s eye: a group of boys, fair-skinned, with beautiful faces and hair.

   He asked where they were from. Britain, he was told. Were they Christians? No, they were not. Gregory sighed at the news. ‘How can the Author of Darkness possess those with such fair faces?’ he exclaimed. ‘What’, he then asked, ‘is the name of their people?’ They were Angles. ‘Not Angles, but Angels’, he replied in a flash. Pope Gregory could never resist a bad pun. ‘They have angels’ faces, and they ought to have a share with the angels in heaven. Which part of Britain are they from?’ A northern province, they said, called Deira.  ‘A good name’, said Gregory, warming to his theme. ‘They will be saved from the ire of God. What’, he went on, ‘is the name of their king?’ It was Aella. This clinched it for Gregory.  ‘Alleluia! The praise of God the Creator must be sounded in those parts.’2

   This exchange of bad jokes had taken place before Gregory became pope. It had put in his mind the idea that Britain, that distant island beyond the sea, should be won for Roman Christianity. As an ordinary monk, he had asked to be allowed to undertake this challenge but was not given permission to do so. Now he had obtained the papacy, he was finally determined to make it happen. So it was that the 40 men now found themselves on the boat sailing to Thanet. Gregory had rounded them up in Rome and ordered them to make the journey to convert the island of Britain. He himself would not be travelling but would be supporting them with his prayers and devotions.3

   Many of these 40 men were monks, plucked from a monastery that Gregory had founded in the heart of Rome. It was a pleasant place. It had been converted from a grand house which had once belonged to Gregory’s family, and which overlooked the city from the heights of the Caelian Hill. Now they had been forced to leave this agreeable spot to make a perilous journey across Europe, from which many of them knew they would never return. The further they went from Rome, the greater their fear and discontent. By the time that they had reached Provence, they rebelled. It was a ridiculous enterprise. The people in Britain were savages, barbarians, unbelievers. What good could a mission such as theirs possibly achieve? They didn’t even speak the language there. Much better that they just turn around and go home.

   They sent Augustine, the leader of the mission, back to Rome to beg that they be allowed to return. Pope Gregory gave him short shrift.

   It would have been much better not to begin something, than to start it and let whatever is going on in your mind turn you back… You must complete the work you have started, with the help of God. Do not let the exhausting journey or whatever the backbiters say deter you… After your great labour, the greater glory of an eternal reward will follow…4


   If the lure of the reward in heaven was not enough, Gregory also wrote to his colleague in Provence, the Bishop of Arles, with a veiled request to keep a close eye on the members of the mission.5

   And so, without any choice, the 40 men made their way northwards across France towards the Channel coast, picking up a few interpreters en route. Yet, by the time the coast of Thanet had finally come into view, perhaps their fears began gently to subside. When they had started their journey, they may well have heard stories of Britain being a miserable and perilous wreck. It was once, they knew, a prosperous province of the Roman Empire. Now it was in ruins, torn apart by a vicious horde of barbaric and squabbling warlords who proudly claimed descent from a rabble of Germanic mercenaries, not to mention the occasional pagan god. However, as they sighted the chalk cliffs of Kent, things might well have taken on a different complexion. Instead of poverty and wretched desolation, they could see that Thanet, at least, was a bustling, energetic place, full of noise and activity.6 Smoke rose from the fires of kilns, and bales of wool were hauled along the streets. There was the clatter of loom weights, the cry of hunting dogs, the shouting and chatter of sailors and merchants. Other boats, laden with merchandise, were also making for land. On the shoreline, little rows of neat wooden houses clustered near docks, where traders were waiting to inspect the new goods that had arrived, to make deals, and to hear news from the continent. They pass from hand to hand a selection of wares that may well have astonished the visitors from Rome: amphorae, Byzantine pottery, jewellery and glassware from the Mediterranean south. What could these barbarians possibly want with the luxury goods of high European living?

   The interpreters would also doubtless have told the Roman missionaries that their old stereotypes of Britain were a little wide of the mark, at least in the south-east. Aethelbert, the ruler of Kent, to whose kingdom they were travelling, was not to be treated as insignificant. He had pushed the frontiers of his power far north across the island so that he now controlled around a third of it, up to the River Humber. The kingdom of Kent also faced the Merovingian kingdom of the Franks. Here, the old Roman traditions of civic life and trade had, to an extent, persisted, and some of that continental sophistication had rubbed off on the British side. It was not just in trade that Britain was connected to the continent. Aethelbert had married a Merovingian princess, Bertha. She was a Christian, like any other member of the Merovingian royal family, and Aethelbert had allowed her to continue practising her faith after their marriage, even allowing a Merovingian bishop to take up residence as her personal chaplain.7

   When Augustine and his companions arrived on the island, their reception was mixed. Augustine immediately sent a message to Aethelbert to announce that he had arrived from Rome with very good news: that anyone who obeyed him would have everlasting joy in heaven, and a kingdom without end with the true and living God. Aethelbert’s response to this offer was not one of unalloyed warmth. He ordered that the 40 travellers should be provided with food and lodging, but that they should not be allowed to come onto the mainland. They would have to wait on Thanet for Aethelbert to visit and decide what to do with them.8

   The king kept them waiting several days. As they waited, perhaps they began to reflect again on how quixotic this entire mission was. Aethelbert already knew about Christianity through Bertha and her chaplain. And yet he had shown no desire to take up his wife’s religion, nor to allow it to be spread amongst his people. What good would their mission do, when Aethelbert already knew about Christianity but had shown no interest in it? Augustine may have believed that the king could be won over by God’s grace. Yet, Augustine might also have had serious doubts about what benefits – in terms of this life on earth – he could offer Aethelbert to convert him. Aethelbert was already a powerful ruler, at least in British terms, who claimed descent from a pagan god. Why, in his right mind, would he want to do away with his native traditions from this apparent position of strength?

   When Aethelbert finally turned up, his suspicion of the delegation was obvious. He refused to meet them indoors. He feared that they might have some powers of sorcery which they would use to overcome him, and believed that these could be counteracted by remaining outside. Whether because of this precaution or not, they were unable to win him over. They brought out their treasures before him – a cross of silver and a painted icon of Christ. They then sang prayers in Latin in the plainsong style they knew from Rome, beseeching God for their salvation, and the salvation of Aethelbert. When, finally, they had explained the message of their faith to the king and his household, his response was aloof: ‘The words and promises you bring are attractive. But they are also new and uncertain. And so, I cannot just sign up to them, and leave behind all of those customs and beliefs which I have kept for such a long time with the whole of the people of the Angles.’9

   There was, however, a ray of light. The king acknowledged that the travellers had come a long way, and that they were sincere in wishing to share knowledge of a religion which they believed to be true. He therefore gave them permission to remain, and offered them board and lodging in Canterbury, his capital. He would also not stand in their way if they wished to preach to the ordinary people.

   If the travellers had hoped that their lack of success in converting the king would have been rewarded with a return to their pleasant monastery on the hills overlooking Rome in its Mediterranean warmth, they were to be sorely disappointed. Canterbury, to be sure, was an old Roman city, but its monumental buildings from the age of empire – the theatre, temples and fine houses – were all in ruins, and must have presented Augustine and his companions with a forbidding prospect. As they approached the remains of the city which was to become their new home, it is recorded that they sang a verse from the Book of Daniel that was reserved for times of distress: ‘We beseech Thee, Lord, in all Thy mercy, that Thy fury and anger may be taken from this city and from Thy holy house, because we have sinned.’10 And as they sang and prepared to take up residence in the wreckage of an ancient city so far from their homeland, surrounded by a people whose goodwill was far from assured, they must have asked themselves again: ‘What earthly gift can we possibly offer the king of this place that will make him heed our message? What worldly benefit can we give to a king who already seems to be pre-eminent in power?’

   The answer was more than Augustine or his companions could possibly imagine. It lies in the very nature of English kingship.

   *  *  *

   Aethelbert was a king. Although we rightfully call him King Aethelbert, the word ‘king’ has here an extraordinary delusional power. In the 1400 years since his time, the form of the word in the English language has hardly changed. Aethelbert would have used the Old English word cyning. Yet, over the centuries since then, the word has accrued a host of associations which it is almost impossible to escape.

   Say the word ‘king’, and what comes to mind? First, perhaps the king on a throne, wearing a crown, surrounded by lords, knights and churchmen. It is an image that is easy to evoke, whether from news reports of the latest State Opening of Parliament, Pathé footage of twentieth-century coronations at Westminster Abbey, or Holbein’s paintings of the Tudor court. In these tableaux, there is an order which seems completely self-evident. The king is the centre of attention. Power and authority radiate from his person. It is his to command, and his to make laws. He is the dispenser of gifts and the demander of tribute. All others around him are dependent, and wait on his pleasure. He is a protector, the father of his people. His robes, his sceptre and crown (surmounted by a cross) speak of not just his temporal authority, but something of his holiness. He is an anointed one, and his power comes not just through wealth or military might, but because he is sacred. The king is a nexus between the earth and the divine, and sanctity emanates from him. It is this holiness, if anything, which generates the cosmic order of which he is at the heart.

   Such is the power of the word ‘king’, that when we call Aethelbert or his other early Anglo-Saxon contemporaries by that title, it is difficult to escape the assumption that this was also their experience of kingship. One automatically imagines that they, being kings, enjoyed the authority, prestige and sanctity that much later monarchs possessed. One also imagines that the people around them had the same understanding of kingship, and that they would offer the same deference to these early kings on the grounds that they were not just powerful, but also sacred. A further assumption is that those around the king believed themselves to be one people, unified in identity under his rule.

   All of these assumptions have to be forgotten. If we want to understand what extraordinary earthly gifts Augustine was able to offer to Aethelbert and his English successors, we have to grasp how scanty a thing kingship was at this time. It was not just that they had a ‘hollow crown’; there was simply no crown at all.

   *  *  *

   What did it mean to be an Anglo-Saxon king in the time of Aethelbert? To understand this, we should briefly trace, as best we can, the history of the British isles from the end of Roman power up to Aethelbert’s own reign.

   It is not an easy task to unravel this history. The written sources are meagre and unreliable. The archaeological evidence, moreover, can only take us so far, and, like the written evidence, is open to various interpretations. To a certain extent, scholars have to rely on conjecture to fill out the picture. Discussions about the period can often be heated, especially since recent scholarship has challenged and overturned long-held ideas about this foundational time in English history. With all these caveats, it is still possible to give a not-too-contentious account of this era that will allow us to approach the question of the rise of English kingship.

   In the first half of the fourth century AD, Britain was a prosperous part of the Roman Empire. The Empire had managed to recover from a host of problems in the middle of the previous century, and in Britain a whole slew of opulent new country villas built by the Romano-British aristocratic class was a result of the province’s restored wealth and stability.

   One sign of Britain’s prosperity, aside from the villas which date to this period, was the interest that pirates and raiders had in attacking the coastline. It was well known beyond the Empire’s frontiers that Britain was a rich place and thus a ready source of plunder. At around this time, a whole series of imposing forts were constructed at strategic coastal locations, including Richborough, Pevensey and Portchester, to ward off the menace of Germanic ship-borne attack. Similarly, the fortifications of Hadrian’s Wall were also strengthened against an increase in forays made by the Picts.11

   These attacks meant that a strong military garrison had to be maintained in Britain. Paradoxically, although the attacks caused disruption, the fact that they ensured the continuing presence of a not insubstantial army contributed greatly to the province’s prosperity. Aside from agricultural wealth, it appears that much of Britain’s commerce was dependent on the service of the Roman armed forces. Another important factor in British prosperity was the close proximity of supreme Roman power. The western emperor, for long periods, was resident in the city of Trier (on the modern-day border of Germany and Luxembourg) and it was easy for Romano-British aristocrats to approach him to seek favours, offices and lucrative patronage.12

   In the last quarter of the fourth century, this order began to collapse. In 376, the Roman Empire suffered a disastrous defeat at the Battle of Adrianople (in modern-day Turkey), caused by the mishandling of an influx of Gothic migrants into the Empire. The Roman Emperor Valens was killed, and around 20,000 Roman soldiers – two-thirds of the army on the battlefield – also fell. In the aftermath, Roman garrisons further west on the Rhine frontier were run down to provide extra manpower in the east. As the Rhine frontier grew less stable, the western emperors moved their seat to the Italian heartland, firstly Milan, and later Ravenna.

   These changes hit Britain hard. The running down of the Rhine frontier garrison curtailed British exports of grain, and perhaps other commodities, to the continent. The withdrawal of the western emperor further into Italy also made it difficult for British aristocrats to benefit from imperial patronage and favour. This absence of imperial power provoked usurpers to revolt. Such revolts were not designed to throw off the Roman yoke, but to ensure that an executive imperial presence, with all the economic benefits it brought, remained near the British periphery.

   However, they were ultimately futile and self-defeating. The first revolt by a British-based commander, Magnus Maximus in 383, led to large portions of the British garrison being shipped to the continent to fight in the resulting civil war. These soldiers, it seems, were never replaced. Their disappearance went hand in hand with an economic decline. Aristocrats started to abandon their villas, and there are also signs that the towns began to empty. This may have been down to a lack of military protection, making raids against these targets easier. It might also be the case that the decline in the number of soldiers led to the evaporation of most commercial activity.13

   The economic chaos in Britain can particularly be seen in the coinage record. After Maximus’s departure, coins were no longer minted in London, and the province relied on shipments of coin from the continent for the payment of the remaining soldiers. However, after the western imperial capital moved from Milan to Ravenna in 402, these shipments also ceased. Nearly all of the Roman coinage recovered from this period shows signs of clipping, where the edges of existing coins are shaved off and the silver recovered from this is turned into new coins.14

   This scarcity of coinage is likely to have been a primary reason behind further revolts in Britain after 407. Soldiers had likely been unpaid for several years, or paid with inadequate clipped coinage. Their frustration led to uprisings where they again attempted to have their own candidates established as emperor in the local vicinity, in order to restart the economic flows and connections on which the military and economic infrastructure of the province was based. However, these actions further aggravated the effects of the earlier revolts. British usurpers by around 410 had stripped the province of the final remaining Roman detachments, who were used to fight in civil conflicts on the continent, as well as against incursions of migrants from beyond the frontier.

   The final withdrawal of Roman troops from Britain had an immediate impact. Around 408, there was a substantial attack by Germanic seaborne raiders. Shortly afterwards, according to the Greek-speaking historian Zosimus who wrote in Constantinople in the sixth century, the British ‘revolted from Roman rule’ to ‘live on their own, no longer obedient to Roman laws’. The British, he says, ‘armed themselves and ran many risks to ensure their own safety, and freed their cities from attacking barbarians’.15

   Zosimus’s characterisation of this situation as a British ‘revolt’ needs to be carefully understood. It is not that there was any desire to secede from the Roman Empire. Rather, it was a fundamental principle of the Empire that civilians should not bear arms. Yet, in this case, with the army absent and unwilling to assist against the Germanic and Pictish attacks, the British civilians had no choice but to flout these rules and take up arms to defend themselves. However, their decision to do so made them rebels and secessionists in the eyes of the Roman authorities. In the circumstances, there was no benefit for the province in even attempting to show obedience to the Roman state or collect taxes, when it could not fulfil the most basic function of upholding security. As a result, says Zosimus, the British ‘expelled the Roman magistrates and established the government they wanted’.16

   Zosimus’s statement that the British had set up a government of their own choosing sounds like a positive and confident step. The reality was very different. The years after 410, with Britain’s final disconnection from the Roman Empire, saw a precipitous economic and social collapse. Towns and villas were abandoned. Money and valuables were buried. Long-established industries producing the necessaries of life evaporated. Good-quality pottery was no longer to be found. Common metal goods, even nails, also disappeared. The rapid desertion of the towns and villas, along with the breakdown of industries and trade networks, must have meant that food and basic goods were in short supply. Many people within the province would have been displaced, on the move in the search for food and shelter. It is inevitable that this economic collapse would have been marked by famine and violence, leading to widespread early mortality.17

   This chaos was mercilessly exploited by pirates and raiders. A small number of fifth-century sources written on the continent shine a light on the situation. Around 429, a bishop, St Germanus of Auxerre, visited Britain to investigate a charge of heresy amongst Romano-British Christians, but upon arriving found himself having to lead a defence of one of the communities against an attack of seaborne marauders and Picts. The British community, reveals the biographer of Germanus writing in about 480, ‘judged their resources to be utterly unequal to the contest’. Another writer, Sidonius Apollinaris, Bishop of Clermont-Ferrand, alluded several times in his letters to ‘the Saxon pirate, who deems it sport to furrow in British waters with his hides, cleaving the blue sea in a stitched boat’. They were, he said, ‘the most ferocious of all foes’, who ‘come down on you without warning. When you expect his attack he slips away. Resistance only moves him to contempt. A rash opponent is soon down.’ Movable wealth was seized and locals captured to be taken into slavery. According to Sidonius, the greatest horror was that these pagan raiders, whilst sailing homeward, would perform human sacrifice at sea: ‘it is their practice… to abandon every tenth captive to a watery end…’ .18

   In the face of these dangers, the remaining authorities in Britain took the only action they could. They knew that after the departure of the Roman army the remaining population, no matter their willingness, did not have the training and leisure to fight or maintain order. They therefore invited war-bands from amongst the barbarian raiders to act as mercenaries and protect them from further attacks by sea or across the Pictish border.

   The first written evidence of this comes from a sixth-century monk named Gildas, who was born somewhere in the Celtic fringes of the British isles, and who wrote an account of the period after moving to Brittany later in life – well over 100 years after these events. His description, even despite the relatively short time he was from the actual events, had accrued much in the way of legend. For example, he claims that the first leaders of the war-bands were called Hengst and Horsa (meaning ‘mare’ and ‘horse’) and that they came to Britain in three ships; yet, similar details are found in many other ethnic foundation legends (for example, Romulus and Remus were the two brothers involved in the foundation of Rome).

   If one discounts the legendary accretions, and does one’s best to assign a credible chronology to events, Gildas offers the following account. The first Germanic war-bands (generally called Saxons) arrived sometime in the second quarter of the fifth century. The deal that the Romano-British had made with them for protection was not unusual at that period. The Western Roman Empire itself in its decline had made similar pacts with war-bands (also led by barbarian commanders) to fight for it and offer protection in the absence of regular troops. In the case of Britain, after a short period the arrangement broke down. The Saxons demanded ever more money and privileges from the Romano-British to carry on protecting them. When these increases were not forthcoming, the Saxons turned against their hosts. Piece by piece, they began to take over Romano-British territory in the southern and eastern parts of Britain.19

   Further Germanic migrants arrived from the continent throughout the fifth and sixth centuries, adding impetus to this process. Although the Romano-British attempted to resist, occasionally with some success – for example, they won a notable victory at an unknown spot called Mons Badonicus around 500, under the leadership of a noble called Ambrosius Aurelianus, who later became a character in Arthurian legend – by the mid-sixth century they only retained their freedom in the western fringes of the British isles.20

   In the lands where the Germanic peoples settled, there was general devastation. The traces of four centuries of Roman government had been obliterated. In the words of a later, eighth-century Anglo-Saxon poem, ‘The Ruin’, which described the crumbling remains of an unknown Roman settlement, ‘the work of giants is in decay’. The imperial structures of administration had vanished.ii The cities lay in ruins. The country villas were abandoned, and their wide estates had fallen to pieces. Traditional education and literacy were nowhere to be found; the books narrating the history of Britain, in Gildas’s words, had been burned or carried away. The Christian faith, which had been introduced in Roman times, but perhaps not deeply, only survived in scattered pockets as a folk religion. As for the Romano-British population itself, many would have died, a number would have retreated into the unconquered western regions, but the others who remained appear to have been reduced to the status of slaves.

   In this situation, the Germanic incomers did not attempt to base their own ways and society on the remnants of the past. There was either nothing of it left, or nothing that they considered worth saving. Across the Channel, the cities, churches and bishoprics in Roman Gaul and Spain continued in operation, holding wealth and carrying out administrative functions. Partly as a result of this, the barbarian elites who took over these regions adopted the use of Latin and other ideas of government which these institutions preserved. In Britain, there was next to none of this. Latin, and the Celtic languages otherwise spoken by the Romano-British, was supplanted by the use of Germanic languages, as these latter were spoken by the incoming military elite who took control of the land, although these incomers probably made up no more than a quarter of the population. Moreover, the Church and all structures of government having disappeared, there was no attempt by the incomers to base their own ideas of rule on Roman or any other local precedent.22

   Did these early Germanic migrants to Britain have any kings amongst them? In earlier periods along the Rhine frontier, powerful chieftains certainly emerged whom the Romans described as kings (reges). The Romano-British who had been driven back into Wales and the south-west also had a number of powerful rulers in Gildas’s time, although Gildas preferred to call them ‘tyrants’ rather than kings. Despite this, it seems that the newcomers to Britain, certainly until well into the sixth century, had no kings amongst themselves, and little idea of kingship as it later came to be.

   The Germanic peoples who migrated to – or invaded – Britain, it appears, did not come in coherent ethnic or tribal groupings, over which a king could rule. Later authors, such as the Venerable Bede, writing in the eighth century, give the impression that large and cohesive groups did enter Britain from defined areas on the continent, and settle together in particular regions. Bede’s famous claim was that the Jutes came from the area to the west of Saxony and settled in the Isle of Wight and Kent; the Saxons from ‘Old Saxony’ gave rise to the kingdoms of the South, East and West Saxons; and the Angles, from an area between the Jutes and Old Saxony, came to populate East Anglia, Mercia and Northumberland. However, Bede’s own account is contradictory, and it is not borne out by archaeological evidence. This latter suggests that the Germanic migration was piecemeal. The newcomers came over a long stretch of time, in small and fragmented bands, settling in no particular place. The identities which Bede describes seem to have developed amongst these settlers a considerable time after they arrived.23

   Not only were there no coherent tribal groupings for kings to rule over before the second quarter of the sixth century; there is simply no sign that anyone before this time bore anything like kingly power amongst the Germanic migrants. The society that they developed was flat. Hierarchy was minimal. There is no evidence of any particular disparity of wealth amongst its members. There are no traces of grand residences, pockets of abundance or overwhelming displays of power which belong to this period. Each incoming family group appears to have procured a small parcel of land (called in Old English a hiwisc, or ‘hide’) sufficient to its needs. These hides appear to have been worked by a combination of Germanic newcomers and slaves or unfree dependants, who may have been descended from the earlier Romano-British population. Around half of the burials excavated from this time contain weapons, and half are without, but none contains any conspicuously rich grave goods which might have signified a royal or commanding status. That half of the population which bore weapons, and were buried with them, would have enjoyed the status of free men, whilst the rest would have been of servile rank. The free men on their hides would likely have been undifferentiated in their power, confining their attentions to their own small plots, rather than one ruling over the other.24

   By around 570, the situation had started to change. The number of burials furnished with weapons declined suddenly and sharply. However, a fraction of interments became very grand. They included ostentatious grave goods, and were even made under tumuli or barrows – a custom which had not been followed in the British isles since the Bronze Age. Besides this, buildings on a much more substantial scale began to appear. These things are signs that an elite class had started to emerge who were attempting to assert their power over others.25

   If the Germanic migrants in Britain had lived without kings or an elite class for around a century, what had happened in the sixth century to change their relatively egalitarian society? The best explanation attributes the transformation to a series of climatic disasters. In 536, a huge volcanic eruption in Iceland spewed an enormous amount of dust into the atmosphere, so that for the whole year, as the Byzantine chronicler Procopius recorded, the sun appeared to be ‘in eclipse’.26 The volcano erupted again in 540 and 547. In the ten years after the first eruption, global temperatures plummeted to their lowest since the birth of Christ. The immediate result was widespread crop failures. Shortly afterwards, plague spread across Europe, followed by smallpox. These pandemics are recorded both by Procopius in the Greek east as well as by Irish chroniclers in the far west, so it is practically certain that they also afflicted Britain.

   The result of these disasters can only have been famine, along with widespread death and dislocation. Shortages of food are likely to have compelled the hungry and displaced to submit themselves to whichever of their neighbours were faring well enough to guarantee them sustenance. It may be to this time that we owe the origin of the English word ‘lord’ – from the Old English hlāf-weard: ‘bread-warder’ – the one who keeps the bread.27

   The earliest English place names come from this period, and they also attest to the way that local strongmen were beginning to project their power over wider groups of dependants. Particularly telling are the place names which end in -ing, -ingham and -tun. For example, Lancing means ‘the people of Wlanc’; Birmingham signifies ‘the settlement of Beorma’s people’; and Islington ‘the homestead of Elesa’s people’. The appearance of these place names in the latter part of the sixth century points to the rise in influential local leaders as an emerging elite during this time of disorder and upheaval.28

   Thus, the rise of the early elites was not down to an inherent ideology amongst the Germanic migrants which inclined them to the idea of lordship or hierarchy. It emerged later on through the force of chance, where a series of natural cataclysms compelled society to develop in an unexpected way, giving the opportunity for the strong to dominate the adjacent weak. It was a question of the survival of the fittest. The more prosperous would have compelled their less fortunate neighbours to submit themselves for protection. With this added strength, they could then coerce other rivals to offer tribute and accept a subordinate status. Conflicts would have arisen between neighbouring landholders in the struggle for possessions and influence. In this way, local strongmen began to accumulate land, wealth and followers. And this process of accretion of land, tribute and power was the origin of the earliest kingdoms amongst the Germanic migrants.29

   The earliest kings rose not thanks to their pedigree or any notion of royal blood. Nor did they owe their position to any concept of the sanctity of kingship or the duty owed to a monarch. They gained their position by personal strength, vigour and daring. Indeed, anyone with the right character and skills of leadership could advance from the lowest status to a position of power. The epitome of this can be seen in the character of Scyld at the very beginning of Beowulf, which although written after the eighth century may provide an idea about the early nature and origins of English kingship. Scyld is the founder of a legendary royal family, the Scyldings, but he starts life as an orphan. His rise to eminence is through a trail of violence and charisma. Although at first a waif, who ‘Puny and frail… was found on the shore’, says the poet, ‘he grew to be great’. He attracted a crowd of loyal followers and led them on forays for plunder, and ‘From raiders a-many their mead-halls wrested’. In the end, ‘… the border-tribes all obeyed his rule, / And sea-folk hardy that sit by the whale-path / Gave him tribute, a good king was he…’ . Scyld’s career of raiding and extracting obedience and tribute from his neighbours as a path to eminence is likely to have been the same route followed by the petty strongmen descended from the Germanic migrants. On such foundations did kingship emerge amongst them.30

   *  *  *

   This overview of Britain in the fifth and sixth centuries shows the weakness of kingship when it first arose amongst the Germanic migrants. Kingship could be claimed through power and charisma. But beyond these qualities, there was little else to help. The earliest kings had next to nothing of those tools and tricks which later kings took for granted.31 They were without any indigenous traditions of kingship on which they could model their conduct, or depend upon to demand awe and obedience from their followers. They had no established administration, and no bureaucratic class. They were not accustomed to making laws.32 Even though later stories about the Anglo-Saxon kings recount a belief that they were descended from the gods, there is no clear evidence that they were seen as sacred, such that their persons were accorded religious awe.33 On top of this, there was no concept of an enduring ethnic shared identity to which the kings could appeal. Identities would have been fluid and dependent on the local leader, shifting easily when another challenger was able to gain control.

   The one thing on which the kings could rely was the power of gift-giving. The loyalty of retainers could be bought with presents, the more showy and opulent the better. For the kings who had access to the greatest abundance of treasures to dispense to prospective followers, the greater was their power likely to grow. As a result, the mere possession of such treasures bestowed power, as much as the giving of them. Beowulf again bears witness to the importance of gift-giving and the possession of treasure in the conduct of the early kings. After Beowulf kills the monster Grendel, King Hrothgar rewards him with a  ‘gold-wove banner, guerdon of triumph, / broidered battle-flag, breastplate and helmet; / and a splendid sword was seen of many / borne to the brave one’. With these gifts, Beowulf drank proudly in Hrothgar’s mead hall before other warriors, ‘for such costly gifts / he suffered no shame in that soldier throng’. In receiving these presents, his own honour and authority were enhanced.34

   This brings us back to Aethelbert and the early Saxon kings, and the question of what the Christianity brought by Augustine and his fellow missionaries could offer them. In fact, whatever their thoughts of its spiritual merit, in terms of enhancing their rule as kings, Christianity was a gift as potent and ostentatious as any golden breastplate or helmet. As a doctrine, it was a magical artefact that could bring to these petty and transitory warlords on the cold north-western edge of the European continent the authority and prestige of emperors, and which could resurrect the shattered order and civilisation that had been lost with the collapse of Roman society over two centuries previously. It was something that they could offer in their turn to those around them as a gift, which would also give these retainers and subjects access to its glamour and esteem, and garner their loyalty more securely.35 Thanks to this gift from Pope Gregory and Augustine, Aethelbert and his successors were finally in a position to lay the foundations for the idea of English kingship and the idea of English nationhood.

   *  *  *

   It was not that the new presence of Christianity amongst the Germanic peoples was without physical treasures or splendour. Soon after Augustine’s arrival, there are records of a string of gifts made from the pope to kings in England. In 601, Pope Gregory wrote to Aethelbert sending what he modestly called ‘small presents’.36 These appear to have included wood from Christ’s Cross, a piece of Christ’s seamless garment, hair of the Blessed Virgin Mary, and part of the rod of Aaron.37 Shortly afterwards in 625, there is a record of Pope Boniface sending a cloak made in Ankara and a shirt ornamented with gold to Aethelbert’s son-in-law, King Edwin of Northumbria, and to his wife Ethelburga, the daughter of Aethelbert, a silver mirror and a gilded ivory comb, all of which had received a papal blessing.38 There was also a stream of fine religious paraphernalia – for example illuminated scriptures, paintings, crosses and other relics – that would have been used to adorn the new Christian sites that were constructed at this time.39

   Yet, these physical treasures were not the greatest assets to the first kings. In Pope Gregory’s letter to Aethelbert, as Gregory exhorted the king to spread the Christian message, he reminded him that it was not only by Christ in heaven that he would be blessed for his good deeds and his fame made known to posterity. There was also an important temporal connection that Aethelbert would make in his zeal for the faith: ‘For even so the most pious emperor, Constantine, of old, recovering the Roman empire from the false worship of idols, brought it with himself into subjection to Almighty God, our Lord Jesus Christ… Whence it followed, that his praises transcended the fame of former princes; and he excelled his predecessors in renown as much as in good works.’40

   Likewise, in 601 Pope Gregory wrote to Aethelbert’s wife, Bertha. He urged her to uphold her husband’s fervour for spreading Christianity and, again, he called to mind the example of one of the most famous past members of the Roman imperial family: ‘For just as God had inflamed the hearts of Romans to the Christian faith through Helena, mother of the most pious emperor Constantine, to be preserved in memory, so also we trust that His mercy will work for the race of Angles through the zeal of your glory.’ It was not just that Bertha’s ardour for Christianity would make her similar to Helena. If she were able to inflame Aethelbert’s heart for the fullest conversion of his subjects, said Gregory, it would prove the good reputation she had in the very highest imperial circles: ‘your good deeds have become known not only to the Romans, who have prayed fervently for your life, but also in various places and up to the most serene prince of Constantinople’.41 Thus, he claimed, Bertha was well known for her piety even by the emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire, which had survived the collapse of the Roman Empire in the west.

   Pope Gregory’s letters start to give a new definition to kingship in the British isles. Before, it had been little more than warlordism. Now, Gregory offered new ideas. It was the first duty of a king to be pious. Before anything, his piety was to be expressed in the propagation and protection of the Christian faith. The reward for piety was not just a heavenly treasure, but also glory on earth. That glory came not just in the material treasures which were sent from Rome, but in reputation. No longer were the kings in England who accepted Christianity from the hands of Gregory and Augustine petty warriors with no heritage or standing beyond their passing strength. The mantle of the Christian faith connected them to the past glory of imperial Rome, and made them fit to be spoken of in the same breath as the emperors themselves. Aethelbert was now as the Emperor Constantine the Great, who started the process of Christianising the Roman Empire. Bertha was as Constantine’s mother, Helena, a saint who was hailed for her discovery of the relics of the True Cross. The Christianity received from Rome in 597 bridged the gap caused by the collapse of Roman authority in 409. The credit accorded by this connection to Rome and the emperors was powerful. It would be used by the kings to develop their authority, define their role and, in the fullness of time, forge the idea of a unified English people.42

   Aethelbert and his Christian successors were eager to proclaim their new-found Roman nature as a sign of their growing authority. The missionaries and emissaries who came from Rome after Augustine assisted them in this desire. It was no accident that the churches they built for their mission were distinctively Roman in style. What they created in their churches reflected on the kings, who were their patrons and protectors. The first Anglo-Saxon cathedral in Canterbury was built in the style of the Constantinian basilicas in Rome, with apses at both the eastern and western ends. Its crypt, according to a monk, Eadmer, was made ‘in the likeness of St Peter’s’.43 The cathedral itself, like the papal cathedral at the Lateran, was dedicated to Christ the Saviour. Other new churches and monasteries were dedicated to saints closely associated with Rome – St Peter and St Paul, St Pancras, and the Quattuor Coronati (the Four Crowned Martyrs). Even their placement was used to evoke the geography of Rome and Roman ideas. St Peter and St Paul was intended to include royal and episcopal burials. As Roman custom did not permit burials within the city walls, this foundation was placed outside the walls of Canterbury. Canterbury’s St Pancras, like that of Rome, was also placed outside the city walls, but the Church of the Quattuor Coronati, in imitation of Rome, was built within the walls. Similar Roman-style dedications were made in the seventh century in other cities associated with the Roman mission, including London and York.44

   These Roman connections were enhanced by the gift of Roman relics. Pope Gregory sent relics of the martyred Pope Sixtus II (257–8). Later, in 668, Pope Vitalian sent similar treasures to King Oswiu of Northumbria, who had been brought up as a Christian from an early age, and who had ensured that the Christian rites practised in Northumbria would be carried out in conformity with Roman rather than Irish custom. Amongst other things, Oswiu received relics of St Peter, including a cross and a golden key containing filings from St Peter’s chains (to be passed to his queen), and relics of St Laurence, whose martyrdom was said to have led to the conversion of Rome. The Northumbrian nobleman and bishop, St Wilfrid, who visited Rome in the 650s and brought back his own selection of Roman relics, built crypts at his foundations in Hexham and Ripon, which were designed either in imitation of Roman crypts, or else the Roman catacombs.45

   These churches also zealously maintained a Roman style of liturgy. Canterbury became famous for its chant being done ‘according to the Roman manner’. The chanters, trained as they had been by ‘the successors of the disciples of St Gregory’, were highly sought after for many years after Augustine’s mission. Surviving psalters from Canterbury up to the time of the Norman Conquest show a strict adherence to Roman custom, as opposed to other practices that sprung up in France or elsewhere. The personal connection between the Archbishop of Canterbury and the pope in Rome was also emphasised by Gregory’s desire that the archbishop should wear a traditional Roman scarf-like garment, the pallium, and that new archbishops should come to Rome to receive it in person from him or his successors.46

   It was not only the dress of the missionaries or clergy that was Roman in style. Over the seventh century, fashions changed markedly throughout all the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. Excavations of Anglo-Saxon burials show that the old double brooches that had been used to fasten garments at the shoulders were abandoned. Instead, people had begun to wear a style of dress that was inspired by Christian Rome, often marked by the use of necklaces with a cross at their centre. It is the same style that can be seen worn by Empress Theodora (wife of the Emperor Justinian) and her attendants in the mosaics of San Vitale in Ravenna. It appears that the change in style started from the time of Augustine’s mission. Those around Aethelbert and the other Anglo-Saxon kings began to proclaim their Roman tastes. This newly reimported Roman culture was something around which the disparate peoples – Germanic migrants and indigenous British remnants in the territories conquered by the migrants – could unite. Although this culture was seen as Roman, its unifying role was vital and became one of the foundations for the development of a single English identity.47

   The Anglo-Saxon kings began to follow customs which appeared to be Roman. For example, King Edwin started to process with a banner before him when travelling, in a manner like that of the Roman emperors.48 However, the presence of Roman Christianity changed the idea of kingship in ways that were more than superficial. Clerical writers, drawing from biblical examples, began to develop concepts of kingship that were fundamentally to shape the behaviour and ideals of the English kings for centuries to come, even if those kings did not always live up to the aspirations that these writers expressed.

   One of the most influential authors to write on kingship was the Venerable Bede, who has been briefly mentioned above. He was born around 672, a couple of generations after the death of Aethelbert, and lived until 735. He spent most of his time in the twin monasteries of St Peter and St Paul at Monkwearmouth-Jarrow in the kingdom of Northumbria. He was a monk, scholar and teacher, and had access to one of the most extensive libraries in Europe of the period. His work included not only the Ecclesiastical History of the English People, a fundamental source for this period, for which he is regarded as the father of English history, but also various works of biblical scholarship and commentary. Throughout these texts, which were read by contemporary and later kings – and, in the case of the History, even translated into English by King Alfred – he scatters his ideas and beliefs as to the essential nature of kingship.

   In the mind of Bede, the office of kingship is the same throughout history, no matter whenever or wherever in the world it should be held. Even though he might be commenting on the kings of the Old Testament, for example Saul or David, the qualities expected of them are also those which should be expected of the newly Christian kings in his own age. He even sometimes makes direct comparisons between contemporary kings and biblical texts. The pagan King Aethelfrith of Northumbria, who was a great warrior but ‘ignorant of God’s religion’, calls to Bede’s mind the text in Genesis: ‘Benjamin is a ravening wolf: in the morning he shall devour his prey, and at night he shall divide the spoil.’49

   For Bede, kingship was no longer just a matter of brute force and the expression of power, as it had earlier been amongst the Germanic migrants. Morality and sanctity were now to be seen as the foundation of kingship amongst the Anglo-Saxons. The perfect example of a king is Christ, a ‘moderate and just ruler’. A good king has the attributes of prudence, fortitude, justice and temperance. Bede’s thoughts about kingship were moulded by Pope Gregory’s own writings on how a bishop, following the example of Christ, should take care of his flock; for Bede, the relationship between kings and their peoples was similar.50 Like bishops, kings needed moral qualities, but they also needed to treat kingship as a professional calling. Kings needed to have a special aptitude and training for their position. They also needed to subject themselves to constant self-examination.51

   In his biblical commentaries, Bede repeatedly praises King Saul for exhibiting humility, for example when he declined to wear regal costume at the beginning of his reign. Such praise is also given to the kings of his own time when they demonstrate this virtue. Oswald, the Christian king of Northumbria, before fighting a battle against a tyrannical British ruler, Caedwalla, helped to put up a wooden cross with his own hands on the battlefield, kneeling in the mud to do so.52 At another time, on Easter Sunday, he was about to feast off a silver platter when he was told that a large crowd of poor people were in the streets begging. The king immediately not only sent his food to the poor, but also ordered the silver dish to be hacked into pieces and divided amongst them.53

   King Edwin of Northumbria, in Bede’s telling, similarly had consideration for the ordinary people. He kept the peace, so that ‘even if a woman should have wished to walk along with a newborn baby over all the island from sea to sea, she might have done so without injury from any’. By the roadside, where there were springs, he ordered posts to be set up and copper drinking vessels hung from them, so that travellers could refresh themselves.54 With all of these stories, Bede defines how kings should behave and appear to their people.55 Oswald, ‘though raised to the height of regal power… was always humble, kind, and generous to the poor and to strangers’.56 Edwin also exemplified another necessary characteristic of kings: the ability to inspire both fear and love amongst his subjects.

   Beyond their care for ordinary people, the primary duty of kings had to be the advancement and protection of the Christian faith.57 Some of the ways in which they were expected to do this were little more than a continuation of their pre-Christian behaviour, for example the violent subjugation of neighbouring rivals in battle. This expectation is seen in the generations even before Bede was writing. An earlier cleric, Aeddi,iii writing in the mid-to-late seventh century, saw the success of the Northumbrian King Ecgfrith in the light of biblical examples: ‘trusting in God like Judas Maccabeus, he attacked with his little band of God’s people an enemy host (the bestial Picts) which was vast… He slew an enormous number of the people, filling two rivers with corpses… the tribes were reduced to slavery.’ Ecgfrith was ‘strong like David in crushing his enemies yet lowly in the sight of God, breaking the necks of tumultuous tribes and their warlike kings’. It was this piety and zeal for God that allowed him to triumph over his neighbouring rival, Wulfhere of Mercia: ‘countless numbers were slain, the king was put to flight, and his kingdom laid under tribute’.58

   Yet, there were ways beyond success in battle that the newly Christian kings were encouraged to follow. Over the course of the seventh century, a host of monasteries were either established by the kings, or else given large endowments of land, money and slaves. This early generation of establishments that enjoyed such royal patronage included Whitby, Lindisfarne, Selsey, Hartlepool and Bede’s own houses of Monkwearmouth-Jarrow. Monasteries kept close relationships with the kings and families who established them. They reflected the prestige of these families in their localities and proclaimed the extent of royal power. They also offered practical benefits. They offered women in the royal families who did not wish to be married the chance of a distinct career as nuns or abbesses, thus allowing them to govern large tracts of land in their own right.iv

   The kings were expected to protect these properties and cooperate with the clergy. Ecgfrith, who was praised for his martial exploits against the Picts and Wulfhere, was said to have lost his way when he tried to claw back the extensive endowments he had given to monasteries.60 One of the instruments used to protect the rights of the Church was imported by the new Christian clergy in the company of Augustine, and again laid the foundations for a fundamental change in the role of the kings: written law. Within a few years of Augustine’s arrival in Kent, King Aethelbert, with the assistance of the new clergy, issued the first written law code to be known in the islands since Roman times. Its first section guaranteed the inviolability of the property of the Church. Anyone who stole ‘the property of God and the Church’ had to pay ‘twelvefold compensation’; the property of a bishop, ‘elevenfold compensation’; a priest, ‘ninefold’; down to an ordinary clergyman, ‘threefold’. Anyone who disturbed ‘the peace of the Church’ had to pay ‘double compensation’.61

   The work of Bede and other early Christian writers did not just offer a template for the development of kingship. It also laid the very foundations for national identity itself. The origins of Englishness, a single identity bringing together the many disparate peoples – whether indigenous British or Germanic migrants – living under the Germanic kings, appear as a vision amongst these writers as something derived from biblical concepts mixed with Roman imperial culture.

   The idea that the adherents of Roman Christianity under the rule of Germanic kings in the British isles should be seen as a single people does not seem to have originated with Bede. Earlier, the Devon-born missionary St Boniface made what was perhaps the first expression of national shame when he claimed that the ‘English’ disgraced themselves through their propensity to sodomy, adultery and drunkenness, as well as subjecting monks to forced labour.62 However, in the hands of Bede, the concept of English national identity was altogether more lofty.

   At the beginning of Bede’s history, Britain is described as a wealthy paradise. It abounds in ‘grains and trees… cattle and beasts of burden’, vines, game birds, fish, rivers, hot springs, precious metals and even jet, which, ‘when heated, drives away serpents’. It is, in essence, like ancient Israel, a promised land, running with milk and honey.63 From an early moment, Bede frames his portrayal of Britain’s history in the context of the Old Testament. He observes that five languages were spoken in the British isles – English, British, Scottish, Pictish and Latin – and that this was equivalent to the number of books in the Pentateuch at the beginning of the Old Testament.64

   The first inhabitants of the islands were the Britons. For Bede, their history and civilised life began when the islands were first connected to Rome through the initial Roman conquest under Caesar and Claudius. In Roman times, Christianity first came to Britain. However, by the time of the Roman Empire’s collapse, the Britons had fallen into wickedness. They had been attacked by the Irish, Scots and Picts after the Roman departure but, managing to hold these back for a time in the second quarter of the fifth century, ‘the island began to abound with such plenty of grain as had never been known in any age before; with plenty, luxury increased, and this was immediately attended with all sorts of crimes; in particular, cruelty, hatred of truth, and love of falsehood’. Even the priests, claimed Bede, addicted ‘themselves to drunkenness, animosity, litigiousness, contention, envy, and other such like crimes’.65 A new plague hit the Britons, and the attacks of the Scots, Picts and Irish were redoubled. Because of these attacks, the British first invited the Germanic peoples to come to Britain and act as mercenaries.

   These pagan Germanic peoples soon turned against their hosts, however, according to Bede, because of the Britons’ continuing wickedness. Although pagan, they were acting as an instrument of God, who was using them as a scourge for the Britons’ continuing sinfulness. One of the leading crimes of the Britons, says Bede, was their failure to share the message of Christianity with the Germanic migrants.66

   In the earlier part of his narrative, Bede calls the Germanic migrants ‘Saxons’, and then ‘Saxons, or Angles’. However, after Pope Gregory sees the slaves in Rome and decides that they must be converted to Christianity as they are not ‘Angles but angels’, Bede’s terminology changes. Thereafter, the people under the various Germanic kings are collectively called the Angles, or English. Gregory’s pun was more than a simple enjoyment of wordplay. In pragmatic terms, it showed that he probably did not understand that Britain was a fragmented place in terms of rulers and identities. Yet, for Bede, the pun had a spiritual significance. It was a sign that, like the Israelites, the English were a single and chosen people, who had been led to a promised land under divine guidance. They were one nation before God, the gens Anglorum. They would have a role to play in history. Taking their Christianity afresh from Rome, they would in time be called upon to bring the other errant Christians in the British isles back into line with Roman practice (particularly over the date at which Easter was celebrated), and later to be missionaries to introduce Christianity to the Germanic peoples on the continent.67

   This English identity conjured by Bede was flexible, and not bound by tribal or ethnic origin. Its main marker was the adherence to a single Roman Christian Church. Indeed, Bede seems to disregard ideas of tribe and ethnicity in the face of Roman Christianity. In his account, one British saint who was still revered in his time, St Alban, when being interrogated about his family and tribal background, said ‘What does it matter to you what my parentage is? But if you want to know the truth about my religion, know that I am a Christian and am ready to do a Christian’s duty.’68 Bede’s elevation of St Alban is a demonstration that an English identity is not confined to those who came with the Germanic migrations, but is open to any adherent of Roman Christianity in the region. It was perhaps this openness that allowed not just the Britons remaining under Germanic rule to assimilate. It also allowed foreigners like the Italian Augustine to be seen as English, and even his successor as Archbishop of Canterbury, Theodore, who was Greek.69

   Bede conjured up the idea of a single people who adhered to a single Church. His biblical vision also tied together the idea of a people with the notion of kingship. There were, of course, a number of Germanic kings in Bede’s time. However, in parts of biblical history the Jewish people were likewise ruled by different kings. For Bede, the fortunes of the English people under particular kings, as in biblical history, were intimately tied to the goodness and piety of those kings. The people prospered under kings who adhered faithfully to Roman Christianity, and suffered when they did not. A pious king, such as Oswald, was able to extend the bounds of his empire and bring different peoples together in unity. Wicked kings, such as Ecgfrith of Northumbria, who launched unjust attacks on the wealth of churches and monasteries in Ireland, not only came to a bad end, but their people and kingdoms also went into decline, in Northumbria’s case being worsted by the Picts.

   *  *  *

   Bede’s idea of a gens Anglorum did not remain as an abstract notion in the pages of his history. Subsequent generations recognised the power of Bede’s concept of a unified people, and used it not only as the basis of a national identity, but also to develop a unified English kingdom. Such unity was elusive in Bede’s own time and for over a century afterwards but, towards the end of the ninth century, Bede’s ideas became a vital political tool in the struggle for domination of the English kingdoms. Their most adept user was arguably the best known of pre-Conquest rulers, King Alfred.

   In 871, King Alfred came to the throne of the kingdom of Wessex. It was a desperate time. In 865, a pagan horde from Denmark had attacked the British isles. They were able to conquer Northumbria and East Anglia by 867, and launched assaults on Wessex, which, for the time being, were repelled. In 872, they were also able to capture the northern kingdom of Mercia, leaving Wessex isolated. By 878, the pressure on Wessex had become so great that the Danish horde were able to occupy the kingdom. In response, Alfred and his followers retreated to fortified outposts on the Somerset levels, from where they were able to plan a guerrilla campaign. In this, Alfred had a stunning success, managing to inflict a heavy defeat on the Danes at the Battle of Edington in May 878.

   Part of the settlement after the Battle of Edington was the partition of the kingdom of Mercia between Wessex and the Danes. Following this, Alfred faced the challenge of making the northern kingdom accept his rule. The main part of his strategy for enforcing his hegemony over Mercia and annexing it to the control of Wessex was to resort to Bede’s ideas of a national identity amongst the kingdoms of Germanic migrants, marked by a unity of religion as well as language. Alfred promoted the ideals of Bede through political declarations. He began to refer to himself not as a king of the Saxons (rex Saxonum) but as a king of the Angles and Saxons (rex Anglorum et Saxonum, or rex Angulsaxonum), thus moving towards Bede’s and Gregory’s terminology of ‘Angles’ as designating the whole of the people.70 Like Bede, he also used the idea that the Angles speak one language as a mark of ethnic communion. He not only urged all of the ‘free-born young men amongst the Angelcynn’ or English-kind to learn to read English, but he also oversaw the translation of a select number of books ‘which are the most necessary for all men to know’. His selection of texts was designed to promote a combination of Christianity and English identity. These included Bede’s history and also works by Pope Gregory. In his preface to the translation of Pope Gregory’s work, he conjures up a nostalgic, though manufactured, view of an earlier age of English Christian unity:

   It has very often come to my mind what wise men there were formerly throughout the Angelcynn, both in sacred and secular orders; and how there were happy times then throughout England the Angelcynn; and how the kings who had rule over the people in those days were obedient to God and his messengers, and both maintained their peace and their morality and their authority at home, and also enlarged their territory abroad; and how they prospered both in warfare and in wisdom.71


   There was a time, said Alfred, in the generations after Augustine, where Christianity was properly observed in England. This brought peace, strength and unity to the land. In his own time, however, the English had sunk from proper Christian observance as the Britons had done soon after the fall of the Roman Empire. To avoid the same divine judgement that the Britons had faced, the English had to come together, and adhere properly to the Christian faith. The English had a shared history, argued Alfred; thanks to him, they also had shared laws. Collecting together various parts of law codes issued ‘in the time of my kinsman King Ine, or of Offa, king of the Mercians, or of Aethelbert (who first among the Angelcynn received baptism)’, he reminded his readers that these laws stood in a succession to those issued in the Old Testament. Following the vision of Bede, the Angelcynn were a chosen people, a new Israel, whose king was like a biblical law-giver.72

   Alfred was never able to rule over all England, but his pursuit of Bede’s vision – using religion to generate an ethnic unity which could then be spun into a political unity – set a precedent which would be followed by his grandson Aethelstan and his later successors for centuries to come and lead to the unification of England under a single royal house with developed ideas of kingship.73 Without the gifts brought by Augustine and Pope Gregory’s love of a pun, it is a result which would likely never have come to pass.

   

   
    
     	ii Some have argued that (aside from the not infrequent and perhaps surprising persistence of Roman field boundaries), in a small number of cases, there may have been survivals of small post-Roman (i.e. British) territorial entities which were taken over by Germanic mercenaries and migrants, preserving something of the earlier political character of the entity. Such has been suggested for Canterbury, Winchester and York amongst others. However, the evidence is unclear, and even if there were some sort of continuity it would be significant neither in itself, in terms of the extent of political ideas and institutions preserved from earlier times, nor in terms of the wider territorial extent of Anglo-Saxon England where the depth of discontinuity is clear.21


     	iii Also known as Stephen of Ripon or Eddius Stephanus.


     	iv Bede was, however, critical of the new foundations whenever they seemed to fall short on proper monastic discipline and pastoral care.59
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   Teach Me Thy Laws

   One could start the story of the deep relationship between Christianity and English law back in the time of Aethelbert and the Anglo-Saxons, but an easier place to begin is in the twentieth century, with a strange tale of some ginger beer and a dead snail.

   On a Sunday evening in August 1928 a Glasgow shop assistant, May Donoghue, took a tram to the western suburb of Paisley to see a friend. It was, no doubt, a welcome excursion. Her life, at that time, had been difficult. That year, she had separated from her husband, and had earlier lost her daughter, Mabel, at the age of just 11 days. She was living in a poor tenement with her young son; thus, the prospect of a few hours away from her cares was almost certain to be pleasing.

   Mrs Donoghue went with her friend along the cobbled streets to the Wellmeadow Cafe, not far from the Thomas Coates Memorial Church. It was nearly 9 p.m. when they arrived. Her friend ordered a Scotsman’s ice-cream float for Mrs Donoghue, and a pear and ice for herself. The ice-cream float would have been a refreshing treat at the end of a warm day – a scoop of ice cream floating in a bowl of ginger beer. The cafe’s proprietor, an Italian migrant called Francis Minchella, brought the ice cream in a tumbler and the ginger beer in a dark bottle to their table. He poured some of the beer into the tumbler, and Mrs Donoghue fell on the concoction with relish. After a moment, she poured the rest of the ginger beer into her tumbler. But immediately her pleasure in the languid evening turned to horror. Out of the bottle, from the dregs of the beer, came the decayed remains of a snail.

   It was an unpleasant end to the day. Mrs Donoghue suffered not only acute distress at finding herself inadvertently consuming the fragments of a decomposing gastropod, but also lingering gastric problems from the material she had ingested. Her illness required not only treatment from her doctor, but also a stay in the Glasgow Royal Infirmary.1

   Should Mrs Donoghue be compensated for her injury and distress? And if so, how? Who was responsible? The beer bottle had been brown and opaque; she could not have known that the snail was inside, nor could Mr Minchella. The person obviously responsible was the manufacturer, a man called David Stevenson, who ran a ginger beer and lemonade production plant in Glen Lane, less than a mile from the cafe.

   And that is who was sued. The plant was, according to legal papers presented at the trial, a place where ‘snails and the slimy trails of snails were frequently found’.

   Despite what might have appeared an open-and-shut case, there was a serious legal problem. As the law stood, it would have been impossible for Mrs Donoghue to sue Mr Stevenson. For a start, there was no contract between them; therefore, she could not sue him for breach of contract on the grounds that he had supplied defective goods. In fact, the contract was between her friend and Mr Minchella, for the sale of the ginger beer, but her friend could not sue because she herself had not suffered any loss. Mrs Donoghue would therefore have to sue Mr Stevenson for negligence; however, the circumstances in which negligence claims could be brought stretched only to when there were already contractual relationships between the parties, or where the defendant had behaved fraudulently, or had been making something dangerous. This did not include ginger beer. The law at that time held that manufacturers had no general duty of care to consumers further down the line who might be harmed by their defective products. Thus, Mr Stevenson might allow all manner of snails to infest his beer with impunity.

   This seemed an outrage to Mrs Donoghue and her determined solicitor, Walter Leechman. Together, they pursued her claim for £500 compensation all the way to the UK’s highest court (then the House of Lords) in London. Mrs Donoghue’s barristers worked for free, and to protect herself from the costs of the case she declared before the House that: ‘I am very poor… and am not worth in all the world the sum of Five Pounds.’2 Regardless of her financial circumstances, some of the generation’s foremost legal minds were involved in the case, including the Solicitor General for Scotland, and other King’s Counsel who would go on to become leading judges. Mrs Donoghue’s representatives argued that manufacturers who marketed products must be liable for any defects that could not be checked by the ultimate consumers before use. Mr Stevenson’s defence argued that there was no relationship in law between the manufacturer and the ultimate consumer that would make the manufacturer liable.

   Finally, in May 1932, nearly four years after the appearance of the unfortunate snail, Lord Atkin of Aberdovey rose in the splendour of the upper chamber to deliver his determination of the case. His speech marked a fundamental change in the law which is the basis of a host of protections enjoyed by everyone in the UK to this day:
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