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Introduction


In fact, nothing has assisted us more when fighting this mighty nation, than their inability to work together with each other. It is only rarely that two or three states unite to repel a common enemy, and in this way, fighting separately, they are all conquered.


Tacitus on Britannia, c.AD 98, Agricola 12





For it has always been the way with our nation, as now, to be powerless in repelling foreign enemies, but powerful and bold in making civil war.


Gildas on Britannia, AD c.535, On the Ruin of Britain 21





The core of this book is an attempt to understand how Roman Britain became Anglo-Saxon England. Understanding how and why this transformation took place is of fundamental importance to our sense of what it means to be English (and on many levels what it means to be British). However, while other questions about English and British history are gradually being answered, this, one of the most important, has remained unanswered and is thought by many to be unanswerable.


We have gone from a state of Victorian certainty, where the accounts of Gildas, Bede and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle were reckoned to give clear and accurate descriptions of the birth of England, to a position that too often seems to consist of ‘Roman Britain stops but we don’t really know why and then a few decades later England starts but we don’t really know why’.


This book applies a new model to the end of Roman Britain and the beginning of Anglo-Saxon England, to see what light it can shed on the central problem of how a populous, often prosperous, country with a sophisticated part-British, part-Roman culture of its own, was taken over by an Anglo-Saxon culture introduced by people crossing the North Sea in small boats.


As such it is an attempt to construct a large-scale narrative, a type of approach that seems often to draw a lot of fire these days. However, while in principle it may be a good idea to wait for the archaeological evidence to speak, at the moment that process does not seem to be providing any big answers to the big questions about the end of Roman Britain. So it may be worthwhile to explore a hypothesis in the light of the available evidence, while always granting priority to the archaeology rather than any modern concerns. This is not intended to be the last word in the debate over what happened at the end of the fourth century and beginning of the fifth, but if it’s the next word that at least would be something.


For many people in Britain today, particularly among the over-35s (a demographic group that includes much of the academic and archaeological establishment), the quintessential war remains the Second World War. They are, of course, well aware of the many other different types of war that have existed and continue to exist, but many of their attitudes and ideas about armed conflict seem still to be dictated by the period 1939-1945.


This is, in many ways, entirely understandable and inevitable. The Second World War achievement is something many Britons remain hugely proud of and it dominated a number of aspects of the childhood of those who grew up in the 60s and 70s, a mere 15-35 years after the end of the war. One has only to think of the Second World War construction kits that occupied so many schoolboy hours and the Second World War films and series that filled so much cinema and television time – not to mention, of course, the frequent recurrence of Second World War themes in political rhetoric through the years of the Cold War (and continuing in today’s ‘War on Terror’). The ‘bad guys’ are always likened to Hitler, however unlike Hitler they may be, and the ‘good guys’ are often likened to Churchill, however unlike Churchill they may be.


In terms of understanding history, though, (or indeed making it) this dominant position of the Second World War can be very unhelpful because the Second World War was, by the broad standards of history, an immensely unusual armed conflict. The paradigm of highly united nation states facing each other in a lengthy, determined fight to the finish, with good clearly on one side (if one ignores Stalin and contentious issues like the bombing of Dresden) and evil clearly on the other, is one that occurs in history comparatively rarely. In most armed conflicts, support for war is far less united and the moral boundaries are far more blurred.


The good-versus-evil moral paradigm has had an undeniable effect on views about the end of Roman Britain and the beginning of England, with a number of historians appearing to take sides; some perhaps subconsciously, some more obviously. There is still some evidence of a pro-Celtic faction who essentially find it regrettable that England is not a Celtic nation today and have seen the Anglo-Saxon arrival as, therefore, something bad which the Britons of the time would and should have resisted but were unable, for some reason, to defeat. Less common today (though widespread in Victorian times) is the opposing view – that the Anglo-Saxon arrival was the invasion of a force with superior characteristics of hard work and morality, sweeping away the decaying remnants of a corrupted Romano-British culture. Even more damaging, though, in terms of modern historiography are underlying beliefs about the concept of a nation state uniting every member of society to face its enemies.


Today’s historians are clearly too knowledgeable and sophisticated to apply this model in its fullest form to the transfer of power from Roman Britain to Anglo-Saxon England. However, many of its core assumptions still flavour the debate about the period. Just as the Romans referred to Britannia and Brittones as if they were one unified homogenous force, so we refer to Roman Britain and Britons, ignoring the many different peoples, nations in many senses, that made up Britain at the time and who were often separated from each other by huge cultural and political differences.


Referring to ‘Britons’ in the Roman period as a homogenous group makes little more sense than referring to Europeans, for instance, in the same way at the same time. On one level it is a harmless and, perhaps, inevitable shorthand for the different tribes living in Britain, but on another it skews the whole debate in a very unhelpful way.


Many people find it hard to understand how Roman Britain, with a population of perhaps 2-4 million in the early fourth century,1 could in the fifth century allow its central eastern areas to become culturally, and on some level, politically, dominated by a far smaller number of Germanic immigrants. If Roman Britain had been a single political entity then it would, indeed, be hard to comprehend.


The Second World War’s hold on modern British imagination is, however, now beginning to slip. As veterans grow older and die the period is slowly moving beyond living memory. Equally Britain and Britons have recently become involved in armed conflicts which are, in many ways, far more typical of war throughout history and which suggest new ways of examining the end of Roman Britain and the beginning of Anglo-Saxon England. The first of these conflicts was the war in Bosnia or, in more general terms, the break up of the Former Yugoslavia. Some of what happened there I saw at first-hand as an aid worker. Inevitably with such a recent and so bitter a conflict much of what occurred, and why, remains controversial. However, the broad outlines are clear and have some potential analogies with the period in Britain at the end of the fourth century and beginning of the fifth.


Yugoslavia was knitted together at the end of the First World War from disparate cultural groups with independent identities – the most politically prominent ones at that stage being the Serbs, Croats, and the Slovenes, and indeed this period of Yugoslavia’s history is referred to as the Kingdom of the Serbs, Croats and Slovenes. Under the Germans, and with nationalist pressure from the Croats, Yugoslavia briefly fragmented during the Second World War, only to be reconstituted in its post-war form under Tito. This was modern Yugoslavia, recognising within its boundaries now not just Serbs, Croats and Slovenes but also other groups with their own identities, including Montenegrins, Macedonians, Bosnian Muslims, Albanian Kosovars and the Hungarians in Voivodina. Even this line-up (probably like Ptolemy’s list of British tribes discussed in Chapter 1) was an over-simplification of the ethnic and cultural jigsaw that was Tito’s Yugoslavia but it gives some idea of the mixed identities that were brought, for a time, together. Similarly, Rome’s territory Britannia was formed by forcing together a number of tribes who before the arrival of Rome were independent of each other and very probably, on occasion, at war with each other. Like the Roman Empire in Britain, Tito’s rule in Yugoslavia ultimately relied on force to impose unity. Under Tito, a number of prominent nationalists who attempted to publicise their view were imprisoned. However, again as in Roman Britain, the unity of Tito’s Yugoslavia was undermined by the retention of internal borders linked to cultural identity to define areas of local administration. Just as Roman Britain had the civitates based on pre-Roman tribal territories, so Tito’s Yugoslavia was a Federal Republic composed of ‘separate’ Republics and a number of autonomous provinces based on the constituent ethnic and cultural groups.


The beginning of the end of Yugoslavia can, in some sense, be traced back to the death of Tito, perhaps the man who believed most in keeping Yugoslavia united. With him gone, ambitious politicians used the historical animosities and cultural differences between the various groups in Yugoslavia to lever them apart (1). In the process they briefly furthered their own careers, but ignited a series of wars fought over disputed areas where different ethnic and cultural groups had mingled and could not be easily torn apart. These wars sliced up the previously affluent Yugoslav economy and in a couple of years reduced the standard of living in the areas most affected from something comparable with that of parts of Western Europe to, in many places, little more than subsistence farming.
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1    In Bosnia the abrupt decline was caused by war over tribal boundaries. This could also have been the case in late and post-Roman Britain


There are many similarities between Bosnia in the early 1990s and the picture archaeology has revealed of the end of Roman Britain. Rubbish piled up in the streets, bodies were buried in town centres, mass manufacturing ceased, people lived in the shells of formerly rich buildings lighting fires on fine floors, and roads were blocked (2, 3). If the effects were similar, maybe the causes of the decline were too.
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2    Rubbish piled up in the towns of Bosnia in the early 1990s, as it did in the towns of early fifth-century Britain
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3    People continued to live and work in partly derelict buildings in Bosnia, as they did in Britain at the end of the Roman period


It is sometimes suggested that national identities and the ethnic and cultural prejudice that often accompanies them, are modern constructs. While the modern nation state itself may be a product of the nineteenth century, there is plenty of evidence in the corpus of classical literature to suggest that ethnic/cultural identity and ethnic/cultural prejudice were already powerful forces in the classical world. There is, for instance, the Athenian view that Athens was humane and urbane as opposed to Sparta, which was viewed as militaristic, boring and boorish. Or look at the Romans’ contrast of ‘simple Roman virtues’ with the common view in Roman culture that people from the east were soft and obsessed with luxury, and that Celts were undisciplined and emotional. There is no reason why such tensions could not have been widespread between the tribes in pre-Roman and Roman-period Britain. Any conflict at the end of Roman control of Britain may have been about power but one should not discount ethnic and cultural prejudice as factors too.


The other war that has concentrated British attention on the potential conflicts between different ethnic and cultural groups is, of course, Iraq. The pattern is familiar. Iraq was knitted together, this time by the British Empire, from separate Ottoman provinces after the end of the First World War. Here, three main groups, all with separate identities, were united. In the south was the largely Shia province focused around Basra, in the centre was the largely Sunni province focused around Baghdad and in the north lay the largely Kurdish province focused around Mosul. Britain took the three provinces and created Iraq, partly to ensure control of the already important oil fields around Mosul. In the early days it was, therefore, Britain that held the three areas together by force. In later periods it was monarchs followed by assorted strongmen.


Saddam has, however, been replaced by a government struggling to bring unity to the three groups and, once again, areas where the groups have mingled most have lain at the heart of bitter battles for control. As in Bosnia, this process has been assisted by ambitious men who see advantage for themselves in setting the separate cultural groups against each other.


Late fourth- and fifth-century Britain is bound to have had its fair share of such men. Unlike Bosnia though and unlike fifth-century Britain, Iraq has a large powerful American army attempting to prevent cultural divides leading to full-scale civil war (though, of course, the American presence has also introduced a wholly different set of issues).


It is harder to quantify the economic damage done to Iraq by the civil conflict there, due to the question of damage already caused under Saddam and due to the destruction inflicted during the invasion. However, the difficulties that have been faced by oil-rich Iraq in recovering from such setbacks must be largely put down to the war against the US presence and the civil conflict, mainly between Sunnis and Shias but also including, at times, the Kurds.


Bosnia and Iraq are the two cases of a power vacuum leading to fragmentation and conflict that most quickly spring to mind for most modern Britons. However, there are, of course, a number of other countries around the world presently facing similar problems. Somalia and Afghanistan are obvious instances.


Moreover, history offers many examples of the same phenomenon across the centuries. Where a strong central power forcibly unites different groups with a history of hostility and then, after a period of limited integration among the different elements, that central power is suddenly removed, the resulting power vacuum often causes fragmentation and conflict.


The break-up of Alexander the Great’s empire is an obvious ancient example, with the successor states left in a condition of chronic warfare, battling over borders. The fragmentation of Charlemagne’s empire is another instance. The break-up of the Ottoman Empire in the Balkans provides a more recent historical example. For those who think that the end of the twentieth century was a bad time for the Balkans, it is worth remembering that the end of the nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth century were bad as well. In this case, after hundreds of years of occupation, longer than the period spent by the Romans in Britain, Ottoman power disappeared in a fairly short space of time. In the aftermath, ethnic and cultural groups forced into the Ottoman Empire back in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries re-asserted their independence, and it took a long period of intermittent conflict to establish final borders.


In fact on the basis alone of Rome pulling together separate British tribes, many with a history of conflict with each other, and then leaving behind a power vacuum, a strong case could be made that chronic conflict inflicting huge damage on the British economy and on any possibility of British unity is almost certain to have occurred. Such a conflict would, almost inevitably, have created a situation vulnerable to exploitation by external forces (either through collaboration with local Britons or by conquest) such as Anglo-Saxons looking for brighter prospects outside their continental homelands. It is a perfectly viable, and indeed probable, scenario to explain the ‘Roman Britain ends and then a few decades later Anglo-Saxon England begins’ conundrum. However, rather than relying on that as an (albeit valid) assumption, let us turn to the evidence.


I shall examine how the different cultural and ethnic groups in Britain responded to each other in the period before the arrival of Rome. I will consider too how they were involved in the three great, but little understood, convulsions that struck Roman Britain in 60/61, 155-211 and 367. I shall also explore their reaction to the ending of Roman power and how they related to the incoming Anglo-Saxons. These are questions that lie at the heart of both what it means to be British and what it means to be English and they are of significance to all people who consider themselves either or both, or who are at all interested in the origins of England and Britain.





NOTE


1 Millett 1990, 181-6.




CHAPTER 1


The Tribes


The first modern humans came to Europe perhaps some time around 50,000 years ago1 and gradually moved north towards Britain. They were, of course, just the first of many immigrants to this island. There must have been a number of waves of immigration in prehistoric times about which we now know little or nothing. Genetic evidence is beginning to probe these questions, exploring, for example, links both to the Iberian Peninsula and the Black Sea region,2 but it is still a comparatively new science and many of the conclusions offered by it remain controversial.


In previous generations there was an assumption that every time a culture from Europe was adopted in Britain this represented a mass immigration. Thus, for instance, it was originally assumed that the appearance of the Beaker Culture during the third millennium BC must have represented the arrival of a large group of immigrants to Britain, bringing with them a new culture which was imposed either by force, or on some more voluntary basis, upon the locals.


In recent decades, by contrast, there has been a reaction against this view and the alternative assumption tends to have held sway – that these waves of new culture do not represent significant movements of people into this country. The truth, as is so often the case, probably lies somewhere between the two extremes. A widespread adoption of a culture from the mainland of Europe need not imply a widespread arrival of new immigrants from Europe but, equally, it is unlikely to have taken place without the arrival of at least a significant number.


We have no tribal names, at this stage, for either the people in Britain or the new immigrants arriving. We do not know what they called themselves or what others called them and we know little about any group entities that may have existed. We do, however, know that such groups existed. Humans are social animals and, from the first, it must have been natural for them to join together to cope better with the challenges of life. At its simplest level this could mean one family living together in a single dwelling but, by around 3000 BC, large-scale construction projects like Avebury and Stonehenge clearly demonstrate the ability of the inhabitants of Britain to form much larger social groupings, whether short term or long term. In the first millennium BC the construction of significant numbers of hillforts across a wide swathe of central and southern Britain suggests that social groupings had acquired a military dimension.


It seems likely that British society in the pre-Roman period was, on some level at least, a society in which military activity was taken for granted and generally regarded as praiseworthy. There is ample evidence for such an approach to warfare in Britain, including the regular ritual deposits of weapons, the skill and care often used in the creation of military equipment like scabbards3 and the depiction of warriors in art.4 The Irish epic poems, such as the Cattle Raid of Cooley (though later and no doubt incorporating many later elements) give some idea, with their emphasis on valour and combat, of what kind of a society this might have been. Creighton has recently developed a concept of horse-and-chariot-borne bands of warriors transforming the cultural landscape of Britain at the beginning of the Late Iron Age.5


There has been a tendency in recent years to downplay the military aspects of hillforts, emphasising, for instance, their role as ostentatious displays of wealth and power. One should not, however, underestimate the sheer amount of effort needed to build, for example, the complex multivallate hillforts of the late pre-Roman period. These represent huge investments in terms of man (and no doubt woman) hours by the local community and it is hard to see them as anything but a reaction to a very real threat of attack. There is a limit in most societies to the amount of time, money and effort people are prepared to put into being ‘one up’ on the neighbours. Ostentation, in any event, has always been a part of warfare. The stronger defences look, the less likely they are to be attacked.


Equally, archaeology has provided indications of actual fighting in and around some of the few early hillforts to be thoroughly investigated. For instance, at Danebury the remains of at least 10 bodies were found showing signs of war injuries, and in eight of these cases, the person seems to have died from the injuries. Thousands of sling stones were also found in and around the gate.6 Such evidence suggests, unsurprisingly, that the entrance was one of the weakest spots on a hillfort and the one most likely to be attacked. Caesar records that the Gallic way of warfare was to surround a hillfort, throw stones to drive the defenders off the ramparts and then attack the gate.7 The gates of the early fort at Danebury seem to have been burnt in the fourth century BC and the main gate was burnt again around 100 BC.8


The architecture of hillforts in the centuries before the Roman invasion shows increasing complexity in the layout of defences around gateways. These look pretty in aerial photos, almost like Celtic artwork with their repeated sinuous twists and turns. However, on the ground, they are complex pieces of defensive planning which would have slowed the approach of attackers and exposed them to hostile fire from a number of angles as they advanced towards the interior of the hillfort. Again, ostentation no doubt has a part to play, but that need not invalidate a view of defensive capacity being paramount in these sophisticated constructions.


Hillforts were never as widespread in the south-east and east of England as further west. In any event, in the first century BC, many of the hillforts that did exist in this area seem to have been abandoned. This should not, however, be taken as a sign that times had become more peaceful. The south-eastern tribes that Caesar faced were evidently, from his descriptions, well equipped for and well used to warfare. It may simply be that the growth of larger political entities in the south-east, enabling the raising of larger armies, was making hillforts militarily less viable (something the Durotriges probably discovered to their cost when Vespasian swiftly fought his way across their territory after the invasion of AD 43). This time and this region see the appearance of so-called oppida. This is simply the Latin word for towns, but in terms of pre-Roman Britain it has come to be used for what is not exactly a town but a type of large lowland settlement protected by extensive linear defence systems which presumably better reflected the needs of the increasingly affluent tribes of the south-east.


Although it is currently a matter of fierce debate (with many archaeologists reluctant to recognise the existence of large-scale political entities in Britain before the first century BC) it is possible that in the same period as the rise of the hillforts we can also see the first, faint beginnings of what were to become the classic tribes of Britain, as later encountered in the classical, historical sources.


Cunliffe has identified regional pottery groups from as early as the sixth to fifth centuries BC, that he argues represent prototype groupings of the peoples who would later become the Dobunni, the Durotriges and the Atrebates.9 Naturally different political entities can use the same artefacts, just as different regions of one political entity can use different artefacts, but it is interesting nonetheless. Perhaps more significantly, there is historical evidence from Gaul which suggests that a number of the tribes mentioned by Caesar were already in existence, and in at least roughly the same locations, by at least the fifth century BC.10 One should certainly envisage a significant element of fluidity in British political geography in the pre-Roman period, but there seem no grounds to deny a significant element of continuity as well.


Our knowledge of the actual names of the classic British tribes and their basic location is derived largely from the works of the geographer Claudius Ptolemy,11 backed up by scattered references in other Roman historical sources and a number of inscriptions. Ptolemy seems to have been writing some time in the first half of the second century AD, so the picture he gives of British tribal geography is as it was cemented into place by the Romans when, around the end of the first century AD, they created the civitas system of local administration based on the pre-existing tribal territories.
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4    Location of the tribes of Britain as indicated by Ptolemy


The few references to British tribal identities in Caesar writing over 150 years earlier include only one, or possibly two, of the names mentioned by Ptolemy. The Trinobantes or Trinovantes are mentioned and it is possible that the Cenimagni should be seen as a mangling of the phrase ‘Iceni magni’, the ‘great Iceni’. Caesar does, however, include a small number of other tribal names which seem to have dropped from view by the time Ptolemy was writing. It may be that these were minor tribes, later subsumed into a larger tribe, or alternatively were constituent parts of a bigger tribe, like the Scottish Septs.


Whatever the situation, by the late first century BC, distribution of coinage and some other artefacts can be interpreted to support the existence of tribal groupings potentially identifiable with Ptolemy’s tribes at the beginning of the second century AD (4). Obviously, we do not know whether the names Ptolemy gives the political entities in question were how they were known in pre-Roman or early Roman times, but in the absence of other evidence and for the sake of convenience, I will use Ptolemy’s names. Their use as labels is not perfect but it enables easy discussion of the peoples of Britain in a way that becomes much more difficult if we have constantly to identify nameless groups by their attributes. The use of terms such as ‘southern kingdom’ or ‘eastern region’ or even the use of modern county names (as sometimes now happens) to denote groups of Britons in the pre-Roman period may be neutral but seems rather to duck the issue. We know for certain that the Britons in question did not refer to themselves in any of those ways, but there is at least a possibility they used some, or all, of the names of the Roman period as listed by Ptolemy.


To reach some definition of the actual extent of the territories of British tribes involves an inevitably rather messy mix of literary references (especially Ptolemy, who attributes different towns to different tribes, and the Antonine Itinerary and Ravenna Cosmography which give some names of tribal capitals incorporating the tribes’ names), cultural artefacts (especially coins) and an understanding of the sheer physical geography of Britain. It is far from being an exact science and in terms of artefacts is to a certain extent open to an accusation of circularity12 but overall the picture produced, while hardly uncontroversial, has a certain coherence.


Obviously, the presence of a coin attributed to one tribe in a specific area does not necessarily indicate that that tribe controlled that area. For a start, as with so much pre-Roman archaeology, there is controversy over exactly how coins were used. However, by the late first century BC, at least in some areas, there is a coinage which echoes features of Roman coinage, carries the names of rulers and, like Roman coinage, comes in copper alloy, silver and gold units. It seems reasonable, therefore, to see that coinage as fulfilling many of the same functions as Roman coinage, and it seems reasonable to infer that the same is true of a fair proportion of predecessor coins. The presence of a tribe’s coins in an area, therefore, does indicate direct or indirect contact, be it commercial, political or military, or a combination of all three. It also seems reasonable, in an area where the coins of one tribe are dominant, in the absence of other evidence to the contrary, to make a working assumption of political control by that tribe (5).


Equally, while dating pre-Roman coins closely is a difficult and often controversial task, such dating evidence as can be attributed to different coins can help provide something of a picture of changing contacts and influence in pre-Roman Britain. Again, while obviously the replacement in an area of coins of one tribe by coins of another need not necessarily imply violent conquest, it must imply something about a changing zone of influence, and one should certainly not ignore the possibility of military activity as a major, perhaps the major, factor in political change in this period. Warlike themes are a recurrent motif on pre-Roman coinage and in the earliest historical account of the British tribes, Caesar says that prior to his arrival, the British chief Cassivellaunus had been engaged in constant warfare with other British tribes.13 Our generation, brought up with the knowledge that they are unlikely to experience any personal involvement in war (apart from possible rapid nuclear annihilation or being affected by terrorism), is commendably hostile to war and reluctant to see it as a ‘normal’ part of human activity. Nevertheless we should understand that we are, in that respect, in an extremely unusual position in terms of human history. Many periods of history and many cultures have seen states of almost continual armed conflict, whether of high or low intensity. Even in terms of sheer mathematical probability, it is far more likely that the situation in pre-Roman Britain was like that than like the settled calm of modern Western Europe and North America.


If we are to understand the development of Britain during the Roman period and at its end we need to understand the Britons of the period. Only by doing this can we establish whether the Bosnia/Iraq scenario can provide a likely explanation for the end of Roman Britain (see Introduction).


It is time to meet the British tribes. We shall concentrate on the tribes of modern-day England (in particular, those of the centre, south and east of England) because these tribes are likely to have had most influence on the transition from Roman Britain to Anglo-Saxon England. However, it is also worth taking a brief look at the tribes elsewhere in Britain. The pre-Roman period is not the focus of this book, so this overview is not intended to be a comprehensive review of all the current controversies surrounding that era. It is merely intended to give an outline of the main British players in the subsequent period.
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5    Possible tribal territories of the coin-issuing tribes, based on the distribution of coin finds. Areas of overlap show areas that may have been subject to competing influences or change of control. After Cunliffe and Jones & Mattingly



TRIBES OF CENTRAL AND SOUTHERN BRITAIN



Cantii/Cantiaci


The Cantii, as their name suggests, occupied the area roughly covered by the modern county of Kent. It seems possible however, that some of present-day East Sussex to the east of Pevensey may also have been part of the territory of the Cantii (rather than being connected to Atrebatic territory next door in present-day West Sussex). Cunliffe suggests that pre-Roman pottery in parts of East Sussex has more in common with that found in Kent than with that found in Atrebatic areas, suggesting at least significant commercial links with Kent.14 Caesar mentions four kings in Kent.15 It is probable that these were the kings of different areas within the territory of the Cantii and one of the four separate regions could have been the eastern part of East Sussex.


The Cantii, because of their geographic location, are likely to have had a close relationship with the inhabitants of the continent across the Dover straits. They may, for instance, have been the first tribe to commence the continental practice of issuing coins. They also adopted a number of other continental customs in the second half of the first century BC, including wheel-turned ceramics and the use of cremation for some of their dead. A linked feature is the increasing appearance of goods from the Mediterranean region, including large wine amphorae and table wares. Similar artefacts and practices are also present in northern France across the so-called Southern Belgic area.


This suggests strong commercial links, at least, between the two areas, and there is even the possibility of some form of political control stretching across the Channel in this region. At one point Caesar refers to the chief of the Suessiones in Gaul exercising control over part of Britain.16 If so, bearing in mind the location of the Suessiones in north-eastern France and the proximity of Kent, then the Cantii are one of the more likely candidates for Gallic political influence. It is possible that Caesar’s invasions caused extensive damage to the area’s economy, perhaps through political turmoil created in the aftermath, or possibly because trade between the Cantii and the continent was hindered due to the Cantii’s resistance to Caesar. Certainly, there is no sign in Kent of the elaborate, rich burials found in Catuvellauni and Trinovantes territory just to the north in the late pre-Roman period and the Cantii stopped issuing their own coins around the end of the first century BC. This also seems to be about the time when Kent became a zone of dispute between the expanding power of the Atrebates in the west and the widening influence of the Catuvellauni to the north.


The impact of this rivalry, which we will examine in greater depth in the next chapter, was probably felt most acutely in West Kent, the region closest to the Catuvellauni and also bordering on Atrebatic territory. It may be that the competition of the two neighbouring powers expressed in this region helped mould a distinct identity for West Kent, or it may be that it exaggerated a difference that was already evident. The territory of the Cantii includes a small number of oppida. Two of these were located at Rochester and Canterbury, and these sites subsequently became the two major Roman centres in the civitas of the Cantii, one in West Kent, the other in East Kent. It may be that this arrangement represents some kind of administrative division in the Roman period. Certainly, separate identities for East and West Kent existed in the post-Roman period, with differences in the initial Anglo-Saxon cultures of the two areas, and subsequently separate dioceses, being based around Rochester and Canterbury (see Chapter 8).


Ptolemy also lists London as a town of the Cantii. London does not seem to have existed as a significant settlement in pre-Roman times and its position in the Roman administration of Britain is at times unclear. It is hard to know how it fitted into the layout of the civitates in the period when Ptolemy was writing in the early second century. South of the Thames, coinage distribution suggests the territory of the Cantii may indeed have stretched as far west as the area of present-day Greater London, but whether it ever stretched north of the river is unclear.17 The land of the Cantii remained a major gateway to the continent throughout the Roman period (as, of course, it does today).


A thriving pottery industry emerged in West Kent in the Roman period and the area also provides some evidence for commercial salt extraction. In addition, it seems to have been one of the more heavily farmed parts of the territory of the Cantii with, for example, large numbers of villas situated in the area.18


Catuvellauni, Trinovantes


The other two main tribes adopting cremation for some of their dead in the latter half of the first century BC were the Catuvellauni and Trinovantes in their tribal territories to the north of the Thames. With the Catuvellaunian/Trinovantian confederation we are in the major league of British tribes and we will examine their rise to tribal superpower status in more detail in the next chapter.


By the time of Ptolemy, the Catuvellauni occupied one of the largest areas of any tribe, including most of present-day Hertfordshire, Bedfordshire, Buckinghamshire, Oxfordshire, Cambridgeshire and Northamptonshire. In the south was a lowland area around the Catuvellaunian capital at Verulamium, with, to the north, the Chilterns and beyond that, territory in the Nene Valley and the fenlands.


The origins of the Catuvellauni are obscure. Caesar, for instance, does not mention them. Nevertheless it is possible that Cassivellaunus, the British leader who resisted Caesar, is effectively the first recorded Catuvellaunian leader. Caesar locates his territory north of the Thames and indicates that he was, at that time, in conflict with the Trinovantes (who occupied territory in what is present-day Essex). It seems an inevitable conclusion therefore, that Cassivellaunus at least came from an area within the later territory of the Catuvellauni. It may be that he led just one of a number of smaller groups that were later to form the classic Catuvellauni, but equally it is possible that he had already started the process of uniting them. Judging by his selection to lead the British resistance to Caesar and his ability to cause problems for the Trinovantes (noted by Caesar as one of the most powerful tribes) he was already a leader of some power and authority. It may even be that the name of Cassivellaunus and Catuvellauni are linked. Niblett suggests that the difference between the two names indicates different roots.19 However, even if this is so, rather than representing an accident of transmission (if Caesar was really capable of mangling Iceni into Cenimagni, he could probably manage Catuvellaunus into Cassivellaunus) there still remains the possibility that one name inspired a very similar, but slightly different name. The naming of political entities after individual leaders is a recognised feature of post-Roman political geography in the British west (Brychan/Brycheiniog, Ceredig/Ceredigion, for instance). Equally Cassivellaunus may have been named after the Catuvellauni. The name Catuvellaunus, which means something like ‘strong in battle’, does go on to be a popular personal name in post-Roman times in the British form Cadwallon.


The origins of the Catuvellauni used to be thought to be connected to a passage in Caesar where he describes how, at some stage prior to his time, a group of Belgae had raided part of Britain and subsequently settled there, farming the land.20 In the days when it was assumed that a change of culture automatically represented a wave of immigration, Caesar’s immigration of Belgae used to be linked to the appearance in southern Britain of cremations and wheel-turned pottery. However, it now seems likely that these cultural developments largely post-date Caesar rather than pre-date him, making a link with his Belgic immigration less likely.


Cunliffe suggests that if such an immigration as described by Caesar did take place, then it was archaeologically invisible and took place in roughly the same area as the probable immigration of Commius and his Atrebates (see below), in the region later named the civitas of the Belgae by the Romans.21 This is certainly possible, but the Atrebates in mainland Europe were also a Belgic tribe and it seems perhaps more likely that the Belgae referred to in the civitas of the Belgae were Commius and his Atrebates.


It is clear from ceramic evidence that eastern England had strong links with the continent going back at least as far as the third century BC,22 and it is not inconceivable that the region constitutes an area particularly susceptible to foreign cultural influence because of previous Belgic immigration. It is even possible that Cassivellaunus might have been such an immigrant or a descendant of one and played a similar role with the Catuvellauni as Commius probably played with the Atrebates, founding a dynasty and making it a major political force in Britain.


There are a number of hillforts in Catuvellaunian territory. However, the oppidum form of settlement makes an appearance at Verulamium in the late first century BC. Other major pre-Roman sites within Catuvellaunian territory include Welwyn, Baldock, Braughing, Cambridge and Dorchester on Thames (site of another oppidum), all of which were to see subsequent Roman development.


The territory of the Trinovantes probably effectively covered the area of modern Essex. As mentioned earlier, by contrast to the Catuvellauni, Caesar does record the Trinovantes, referring to them as almost the most powerful tribe in Britain. ‘Almost’ is here the key word because, by Caesar’s own account, the Trinovantes already at that stage seem to have been suffering from the impact of Cassivellaunus and his possible proto-Catuvellauni.


Later, as we shall see in the next chapter, the Trinovantes joined the Catuvellauni under joint rule.23 However, this should probably not be seen as conquest but as more a process of confederation, even if possibly enforced confederation. The two tribes both show shared cultural influences and archaeologically they seem almost indistinguishable in the late first century BC and early first century AD. The Trinovantian capital of Camuludonum probably became the capital of both Trinovantes and Catuvellauni under Cunobelin24 (which seems unlikely if this had been a simple case of the Catuvellauni lording it over the conquered Trinovantes) and, by the Roman invasion, Camulodunum was a sophisticated complex with separate areas for religion, inhabitation and industry. Catuvellaunian and Trinovantian territory included some excellent farmland, and, in the Roman period, about 130 villas are known in Catuvellaunian territory alone, with about another 100 probable villa sites recorded.25 There were also a number of other significant sources of wealth.


In the Roman period, Catuvellaunian territory included at least three major pottery industries – one in Oxfordshire, one in the Nene Valley and one based in the area between London and Verulamium centred on Brockley Hill. In the north there was probably salt extraction along the fenland edges. Ptolemy names a site in the area which he attributes to the Catuvellauni and calls Salinas (clearly implying a connection with salt extraction) and, as will be discussed in Chapter 3, it is possible that the Catuvellauni acquired control over some previously Icenian fenland in the first century AD where salt extraction may also have taken place.26 Salt extraction also seems to have been important along the Essex coast in Trinovantian territory. In addition, there was iron extraction at a number of locations in Catuvellaunian territory, starting in pre-Roman times and expanding in the Roman period. Ashton and Cow Roast near Northchurch are two sites which both show extensive evidence of iron extraction, as do a number of sites in the Water Newton area. Barnack Rag Stone was quarried in significant quantities to the north of Water Newton.27


Regni, Belgae, Atrebates


To the west of the Cantii, Ptolemy locates a tribe he calls the Regni. To the north and west of this tribe he has the Belgae. Then to the north of the territory of the Belgae, he places the Atrebates. There are, however, as with the Catuvellauni and Trinovantes, cultural and political reasons to treat these three entities as linked. Cunliffe argues that ceramic evidence suggests a single tribal grouping in this area may have been defined as early as the second or third centuries BC.28 Certainly, the same coinage appears across the region in the first half of the first century BC.29 The establishment of the core identity of this tribal grouping is probably, however, down to the arrival of Commius, a member of the Atrebates tribe of northern Gaul, with presumably a group of accompanying tribesmen, in the middle of the first century BC. Commius is an interesting character, extensively mentioned in Caesar’s Gallic Wars, and is probably a fascinating example (even though many aspects of the story remain unclear) of how power and political identity could translate across the Channel in pre-Roman times.


After Commius (according to Caesar) had a spell as king of the continental Atrebates, he is recorded by Frontinus as fleeing to Britain.30 Shortly afterwards, a Commius turns up on coins in the area we have been discussing, and it has been widely assumed that this is the same figure (6). Certainly, the existence by Ptolemy’s time of Atrebates in this area, the reoccurrence of the name Commius, the fact that Caesar took Commius to Britain with him to negotiate with tribes there (suggesting he already had contacts and influence on the island) and the mention of Commius fleeing to Britain make it very plausible. Subsequent rulers in the area show their allegiance to the Commian dynasty by using the inscription COMF, standing for ‘son of Commius’, on their coins. Due to the probably central role of the Atrebatic Commius and the definite existence of Atrebates there by the time of Ptolemy, it has been traditional to use the term ‘Atrebatic’ for a pre-Roman political entity covering most of the Roman-period civitates of Atrebates, Regni and Belgae. I shall continue to use this name, rather than a more neutral alternative, like ‘southern kingdom’, because, whatever the pre-Roman people of this area actually called themselves, Atrebates is at least one genuine possibility and it is a name with a real pedigree in the period and the area.
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6    Coin of Commius


The civitas of the Regni seems to have been centred on West Sussex and the part of East Sussex up to the Pevensey area. It included the large pre-Roman oppidum at Selsey. Coastal erosion has removed much of the archeological evidence of the settlement itself, but the extensive network of linear defences protecting it and the richness of stray finds washed up on the beach suggest a significant pre-Roman site. Certainly, the new Roman capital of the Regni was built next to it, at Chichester, and not far away lay the great early Roman palace of Fishbourne which may have belonged to the king and ally of the Romans in the early post-invasion years, Togidubnus. Also nearby was the pre-Roman and Roman-period cult centre on Hayling Island which has been tentatively identified as the location of an Atrebatic ruler cult, perhaps incorporating a shrine of Commius,31 or the mausoleum of the Atrebatic king at the time of the invasion of 43, Verica.32


West of the Regni, Ptolemy locates the territory of the Belgae which, according to him, included Winchester and a town he calls Aquae Calidae, which is probably Bath. If so, coin distributions and ceramic links suggest that the eastern half of the civitas of the Belgae was Atrebatic in pre-Roman times,33 and coin distribution suggests the western half was Dobunnic. This is an unusual administrative arrangement by Roman standards and one which we will study in more depth later. Winchester itself, prior to its development as the Roman capital of the Belgae, was the location of a large oppidum where occupation began in the first century BC. By contrast to the territory of the Regni, with its strong coastal focus, the territory of the civitas of the Belgae was largely inland.


To the north of the civitates of the Belgae and the Regni, Ptolemy locates the civitas of the Atrebates. This area was centred on Calleva (7) and included eastern Berkshire. It also seems to have extended into eastern Wiltshire, probably ( judging by the slight preponderance of Atrebatic over Dobunnic coins there) including the area around Marlborough and Mildenhall.34 The distribution of Atrebatic coin finds also suggests the territory of the Atrebates may have originally stretched as far north as the Thames in this region but, if so, their dominance soon came under pressure from the southward expansion of Catuvellaunian influence. Earthworks at Calleva indicate the development of an oppidum here in the second half of the first century BC. It may represent the original base for Commius at a time when Atrebatic power was probably at its strongest in this region.


The three Atrebatic and partly Atrebatic civitates included much rich farmland. The coastal strip of the civitas of the Regni was heavily settled with villas in the Roman period, as were the civitas of the Atrebates and the eastern part of the civitas of the Belgae. By contrast, the part of the civitas of the Belgae in central and south Wiltshire shows a definite lack of villas (although 11 villages of pre-Roman and Roman date are known in the area35). It has been suggested that this was due to the area being an imperial estate, but there is little explicit evidence for that.
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7    Coin of Eppillus proclaiming him king and referring to Calleva


On the far eastern border of Atrebatic territory lay the great iron-mining area of the Weald. Iron seems to have been extracted here in small quantities in the pre-Roman period, while, from the second century AD, large-scale extraction started at a number of sites, with an estimated 10,000 tons of iron being produced by the Bardown site alone.36 Some of the major pottery industries of the Roman period were also based in the tribal territory of the Atrebates – in particular, the Alice Holt/Farnham Ware industry and the New Forest industry. In addition, there is evidence of commercial salt extraction, probably starting in the pre-Roman period and extending into the Roman period, along the creeks between Portsmouth and Chichester. The Atrebates seem to have formed the other great power block in southern Britain in pre-Roman times and we will examine their probable rivalry with the Catuvellauni in the next chapter.


Durotriges/Durotrages


To the south-west of the Atrebates lay the Durotriges, or possibly Durotrages (if the evidence of a building inscription from Hadrian’s Wall is to be believed37) Their territory seems to have consisted of Dorset (a county name which in its original Anglo-Saxon form incorporates the Duro element of the tribal name) and part of Somerset to the north. The Durotriges appear to have had a distinctly different identity to their Atrebatic neighbours to the east. This unique identity seems to owe much to influences from across the channel. By 100 BC, at the latest, extensive trading links had been established between the Durotriges and ports in Armorica/Brittany across the Channel. Through their contacts with the Gauls of this region, the Durotriges had access to Atlantic trade routes that eventually linked all the way south into the Mediterranean trade networks. As a result, comparatively large quantities of Mediterranean goods seem to have reached the Durotrigan tribal area in the first half of the first century BC.


The idea that Britain was always a beer-drinking nation, until package tours started giving us a taste for wine, may be somewhat wide of the mark. Quantities of Dressel 1 Amphorae, for instance, which would originally have contained Italian wine, have been found in Durotrigan territory and there is also evidence of other exotic items, such as figs.38


With the trade came extensive continental influence. Significant numbers of coins from Armorica are found in the area and significant quantities of Armorican pottery too.39 As already discussed, and it is a point we will return to later, the presence of large quantities of foreign goods does not necessarily imply the presence of large quantities of foreigners. However, it is unlikely that such a marked cultural influence could have been created without the presence of at least a reasonable number of Armoricans.
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