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THE BEGINNING OF ESSEX


The Essex of 450,000 years ago would be unrecognisable to modern man. The River Thames flowed eastwards above London via the sites of Chelmsford and Colchester, and what is now the River Medway flowed north across ‘Essex’ towards Clacton.


There is evidence of early man living in the area. For example, 400,000-year-old finds at Clacton – flint chopping tools and a worked wooden staff – have given the name ‘Clactonian man’ to a whole group of Homo erectus people. Chafford Gorge shows evidence of human activity on the banks of the River Thames 200,000 years ago, in a period between ice ages. These were Neanderthals, not modern Homo sapiens, and the Essex Field Club paints a vivid picture of these people living below the chalk cliff and making flint tools to kill and prepare tasty meals of the local rhinoceros, bison, mammoth and elephant. Brown bears provided warm clothing and furry blankets.


Fossil remains tell us that hippopotamuses were still living in the area around East Mersea 120,000 years ago. Then, during the most recent ice age, a vast sheet of ice diverted the Thames and the Medway to their current positions. Reindeer and arctic wolves arrived while the hippopotamus died out. Meltwater gushing from the ice sheet, carrying stones with it, accounts for the large ‘erratic’ boulders, or sarsen stones, found in Essex. Of more long-term significance were the fertile glacial tills laid down in north-west and central Essex, and the London clay in the south of the county.


When this last ice age ended 10,000 years ago, Britain was joined to the main European landmass. Places like Canvey Island and Foulness Island, although still relatively close to rivers that later became the Thames and the Crouch, would have been 30–50km from the open ocean. Neolithic people walked across from Europe to the area that is now Essex, where they lived by hunting, fishing and gathering nuts and berries. They often occupied sites that are now below sea level, such as near Hullbridge, where many flint tools have been found below the water level. Similarly, numerous broken flints of undoubted human workmanship show three separate Palaeolithic communities living at Purfleet. Evidence of older sea levels can still be seen here, where a forest was submerged beneath the Thames.


The fossiliferous cliffs at Walton-on-the-Naze give further clues to the history of the coast, with layers of clay, Red Crag, brickearth, gravel and volcanic ash. The successive layers show the changing conditions. Around 8,000 years ago a violent tsunami, along with more gradual rises in sea level (as much as 2m every 100 years), filled the area of the North Sea and English Channel with water. Britain became an island, separated from continental Europe, and the long Essex coastline was formed. This coastline, together with the underlying geology and its patterns of rivers and hills, has influenced settlement and land use in Essex ever since.


The result of these geological processes is a county with low hills, undulating valleys and extensive flat land areas around the coast. Chelmsford stands about 30m above sea level, with the land rising to just over 130m west of Saffron Walden. Of the low hills and ridges that interrupt this pattern, the highest is Danbury Hill at 116m.


EARLY ESSEX BOYS AND GIRLS


Neolithic man was living in the Chelmsford area around 6,000 years ago (4000 BC), gradually changing his hunter-gatherer lifestyle into a farming one. There is evidence of communities living in the area of Marks Tey, Kelvedon, Witham and at Tiptree, where there were freshwater lakes. They also lived on the coast, for example at Walton-on-the-Naze, Southchurch and Shoeburyness, and by rivers, such as at Little Chesterford on the River Cam.


Settlers in the area of present-day Springfield built a cursus. This was a huge oval earthwork and its purpose was … well, no one knows for sure. The monument is a pair of parallel earth banks about 670m long and 40m wide, with surrounding ditches. It is orientated north-east–south-west. Burnt animal bones and pot sherds suggest the site was probably used for ceremonial purposes and burials. The cursus also contains Bronze Age remains (pot fragments, for example) and, therefore, it is likely that it was used over a very long period of time.


Similarly, archaeological work in Mucking, Thurrock, has revealed graves and pits from the Neolithic period, a Bronze Age hill fort, over 100 Iron Age roundhouses, a Roman villa, a Romano-British cemetery and Anglo-Saxon huts.


BRONZE AGE ESSEX (2500–800 BC)


During the Bronze Age, settlements continued to be concentrated around the coast and river valleys. For example, Clacton was still an important site, as were the banks of the River Thames. A wooden oar, known as the Canewdon Paddle, which was found on the south bank of the River Crouch is the earliest example of oars being used in northern Europe.


At this time, the field systems were enlarged as farming became the typical lifestyle. Homes were simple wooden structures built over a platform of brushwood or timber, and permanent tracks began to develop as people regularly walked the same routes. Traders began to bring metal from Europe for working into tools, or to be traded for other goods here in Essex. Also, salt manufacturing began around the coast.


The largest Bronze Age cemetery in Essex is at Ardleigh.


IRON AGE ESSEX


During the Iron Age, people began to settle on the higher ground. They formed themselves into tribes and defended their home territories from other groups and, as the population expanded, land continued to be cleared for planting crops of wheat and barley.


North of the Thames, the Trinovantes tribe dominated, with their main settlement in north-east Essex. Their tribal headquarters was Camulodunum, a fortress of the war god, Camulos, sited about 3 miles from the current town of Colchester, in the area of Gosbecks Farm. This sprawling settlement of huts was defended by a complex series of earth banks and dykes.


A line of hill forts separated the Trinovantes territory from their neighbours, the Catuvellauni. For example, Ambresbury Bank in Epping Forest encloses an area of some 11 acres and was the site of a village for some 350 years (700 BC–AD 50). Nearby Loughton Camp is a similar size, sited on a strategic ridge of high ground, while a third site in this defensive line, Ring Hill at Littlebury, is slightly smaller. Other Iron Age hill forts include those at Norsey Woods, Billericay, Fossets Farm at Southend, Chipping Hill at Witham and at Danbury.


Elsewhere in east Essex, where there are no hills, Iron Age people defended their village huts with ditches and huge earth banks called ramparts. Examples of these are at Asheldham and at Shoeburyness.


In the late Iron Age, salt production along the coast increased and seawater was evaporated in large quantities for generations. The activity resulted in the formation of ‘red hills’, which can still be found around the coast from Canvey Island to Harwich. Red hills were large mounds (with bases up to 115m in diameter) of waste materials produced by the salt-making industry, mostly broken pottery and ash. The red colour comes from the continued action of intense heat on the pots and surrounding soil. Excavation of some of these hills has revealed the mechanics of the industry: hearths, flues and clay-lined pits where the salt water settled.


During the late Iron Age the tribal leader Cunobelin led his Catuvellauni tribe in an invasion of Essex from the St Alban’s area. They defeated the Trinovantes and took over Camulodunum. However, Cunobelin was not in charge for long. The Romans decided that Britain would make a prestigious addition to the Roman Empire and they already knew that Essex would provide rich pickings. The empire had been trading peacefully with Essex for several years, exchanging pottery and oil from the continent with salt, food (including oysters) and well-trained hunting dogs.


Addedomaros was the last leader of the Trinovantes, and it could be he that was buried in the important Lexden tumulus, close to Gosbecks. Alternatively, the mound could contain the remains of the invading Cunobelin. Certainly, a wealthy noble was cremated and then buried there with a mix of Celtic and Roman artefacts.


ROMAN ESSEX – COLCHESTER IS THE PLACE TO BE!


In AD 43, 50,000 Roman soldiers disembarked in Kent and set off immediately for Camulodunum. Having crossed the Thames into Essex, they waited for Emperor Claudius himself to arrive with additional troops and some elephants with which to intimidate the natives.


While the Romans marched into Camulodunum, Caratacus (Cunobelin’s son, who was then ruling the area) escaped from the back entrance with a few men. However, Caratacus was soon caught, taken to Rome and paraded through the streets to represent the defeated Britons. The Romans immediately began constructing a legionary fortress about 3 miles north-east of the Iron Age capital at Camulodunum. It was the first time that bricks and mortar had been used in Britain, and vast quantities of timber, sand, gravel and clay were brought from the surrounding area to create a huge, regimented settlement.


Within five years, confident in their control of the locals, the Romans adapted their fortress at Camulodunum into a colony for military veterans and named it Colonia Claudia, after the emperor. The Roman administrators converted the barrack blocks into homes and allocated plots of land to retired soldiers, displacing the Britons. The Romans – in fact, a mix of recruits, mercenaries and slaves from Gaul, Hungary, Germany and North Africa – were here to stay and, for a short time, Colonia Claudia was the capital city of Britain. They built public halls, shops, baths and three theatres. An imposing monumental arch replaced the military gate at the western entrance to the colony. When the Emperor Claudius died in AD 54, the loyal colonials in their thriving new city constructed an impressive temple dedicated to him.


ROMAN ROADS


The earliest roads built by the Romans were tracks for moving soldiers and equipment around quickly. Later, a few of these became major routes which were used for trade and transport. Three main roads ran through Essex:




1   The road between London and Colchester. This road passed through Caesaromagus (Chelmsford) and Canonium (Kelvedon), and then continued on to Ipswich.


2   Stane Street, which ran east to west between Colchester and the west Essex boundary. This road passed through settlements where Braintree and Great Dunmow now stand, following the River Roding for part of its course.


3   Ermine Street, which ran between London and a walled Roman town just north of the present town of Great Chesterford.
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The Bartlow Hills, Romano-British burial barrows.


BARTLOW HILLS


Around 1 BC to AD 100, some wealthy Britons built seven huge burial mounds (barrows), largely of local chalk. Now known as the Bartlow Hills, these barrows were in Essex until boundary changes in 1990 transferred them to Cambridgeshire. Their existence shows an overlap of British and Roman culture as barrows were popular pre-Roman burial features, although the conical shape of the Bartlow Hills is distinctively Roman.


Whoever was buried here was very wealthy as their cremated bones were surrounded by food, drink and expensive imported pottery, glass and decorated bronze. The tombs also contained wooden chests, folding iron chairs, flowers, blood, milk and wine mixed with honey, all associated with feasting and sacrificial offerings. The mourners lit an oil lamp at the centre of each mound and left it there to burn while they sealed up the entrances to the barrows. Most of the artefacts discovered here during Victorian excavations were entrusted to the safekeeping of Easton Lodge, but all the artefacts, along with most of the Elizabethan lodge itself, were lost in a fire in 1847.


Today, the three remaining barrows (now 14m high but originally nearer 30m) are the largest barrows in Britain after Silbury Hill.


BOUDICCA


Boudicca became the leader of the Iceni tribe of Britons when her husband died in AD 59. The Iceni lived in Suffolk, Norfolk and into Cambridgeshire, and had had a peaceful trading relationship with the new Roman settlers. However, the Roman commanders decided that a female leader was no leader at all. They seized property belonging to Iceni nobles, flogged Boudicca herself and raped her daughters, the two princesses.


Understandably enraged, Boudicca mustered her Iceni troops. They were joined by some Trinovantes men, who were also unhappy at their treatment by the Romans. These rebels followed Boudicca down to Colonia Claudia where they attacked the undefended town (the soldiers were away suppressing Anglesey) with their full force.


The townspeople crowded into the new Temple of Claudius, hoping to hold out until Roman reinforcements could protect them. However, Boudicca and her forces set fire to the town and the temple, roasting everyone inside. They continued on to London and St Albans, devastating land and property as they went. Over 70,000 people died. Finally, a Roman force, marching back from the north, met the Britons somewhere in the Midlands and slaughtered them all. Boudicca is thought to have poisoned her daughters and herself rather than die at Roman hands.


After the revolt, the Romans reasserted their power at Colchester with a new city wall. The reconstructed Temple of Claudius was enclosed by a massive arcade (a covered walkway over 8m high and 122m long), the largest in Britain.


By AD 200, the inhabitants of Colchester were enjoying decorated mosaic floors with underfloor heating in their comfortable town houses. The busy trading town could now boast a chariot-racing circus, a public water supply and a major industrial complex for the manufacture of pottery, glass and metalware. Several of the wealthiest citizens had moved out of the town into country villas.


However, Boudicca was not forgotten and across the rest of the county, a series of forts appeared to deter further rebellions – for example, at Great Chesterford and Caesaromagus (Chelmsford).


THE SAXON SHORE


The Romans constructed a series of nine forts along the east coast of Britain to deter repeated raids from Saxons and Vikings, and protect trade routes. The fort at Bradwell-on-Sea, named Ythanceaster by the Romans and later called Othona, was built between AD 280 and 290. Walls of over 4m thick enclosed an area of 2 hectares around the fort.


The one remaining contemporary record of the fort tells us that it was manned by the ‘numerus’. These men were a 300-strong infantry unit of the limitanei, or border forces. They operated as frontier guards and customs police, and prevented small-scale raids. There may have been a similar fort at Shoeburyness that, due to rising sea levels, has since disappeared beneath the sea.


CAESAROMAGUS


Ten years after Boudicca’s revolt, the fort just south of the River Cam, on the road to Colchester, was no longer a military centre. A market town had developed on the site: Caesaromagus, or ‘Caesar’s Market’, centred on what we now know as Moulsham Street. Farmers, who grew cereals in a regular grid pattern of fields, came to exchange their produce for pottery, metalware, household equipment and decorative items made of animal bone and horn.


The original timber fort was soon extended with baths and a religious sector. From AD 120, an official overnight stop, a mansio, replaced a smaller ‘road station’ at this convenient location. It was a day’s march from both London and Colchester. The mansio offered accommodation to Roman officials passing through the town, with wagons and fresh horses available. Travellers could take advantage of the public baths and sauna (laconium), and conduct business in the administrative offices.


Narrow homes and commercial premises were built facing onto the main road. Their construction was a timber frame with wattle and daub infill, clay floors and a thatched roof. They comprised two or three rooms with a corridor on one side.


The growing town strengthened its defences between AD 160 and 175 with earth banks. However, fifty years later, these were flattened to allow the expansion of the town in the form of more houses, shops and public buildings.
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Green Man, St John’s Church, Little Leighs.


In the early AD 300s, the inhabitants built an octagonal temple on the edge of the settlement, close to what is now the Baddow Road roundabout. Soon after the temple was built, however, a fire destroyed several buildings in the town. The sporadic way in which these were rebuilt or replaced suggests a declining, rather than expanding town at this time. When the Romans withdrew from Britain in the early fifth century, new settlers did not keep the bridge over the Cam and Chelmer in good repair. Therefore, travellers on the road from London to Colchester preferred the route via Writtle, and Chelmsford itself lost importance.


THE KINGDOM OF THE EAST SAXONS


The Roman Empire withdrew direct control of Britain around AD 400, leaving the country open to settlement by Angles and Saxons from north Germany. There is little evidence that these new settlers had to fight for their new homes and, in many cases, they lived peaceably alongside the Romano-British population. They sailed and rowed across the English Channel and North Sea, coming ashore on England’s east coast and making new homes there.


These new homes were often built directly on top of abandoned Romano-British buildings: it was easier to throw up a wattle and daub, thatched hut than to repair stone walls. The Saxons lived in extended family groups. They were farmers who cleared forests to expand their fields, and they grazed sheep on the marshy fringes of the county and set fish traps in the Blackwater, Colne and Stour estuaries, as well as on the River Lea. The salt industry on the coast between Maldon and the Stour was still thriving.


Saxon influence can still be found across the county in village names and in the patterns of field boundaries, around which the narrow Saxon trackways twisted and turned. They built banks and ditches in Epping Forest and the Strood Causeway at Mersea.


SAXON GOVERNMENT AND ADMINISTRATION


Saxon tribal groups gradually amalgamated to form Essex, the Kingdom of the East Saxons under one tribal chief or ‘king’ by AD 500. The first recorded king was Aescwine, who was on the throne in 527. However, the King of Essex often found himself having to pay tribute to the more powerful overlords of Kent, Anglia or Mercia.


The Saxons imposed their own administrative system on the land, defining areas within official boundaries called ‘hundreds’. Essex was divided into nineteen of these. A hundred is an area capable of supporting 100 families (although the exact definition of ‘hundred’ is not proven and it may instead refer to a specific acreage of productive land).


The ‘Hundred Men’ were the chiefs of their tribes, who met together in the main village of each hundred to discuss legal and taxation matters and to co-operate on the running of the Kingdom of Essex. The term ‘Hundred Men’ became corrupted into ‘ealdormen’ and later ‘aldermen’.
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The hundreds of Essex.


The last Saxon King of Essex was Sigered, who allowed the territory to become annexed to Wessex in AD 825.


ST CEDD AT ST PETER’S ON THE WALL


Mellitus became Bishop of London around AD 604, with a mission to convert the locals to Christianity. The bishopric of London included Essex, and Mellitus was successful in converting the Saxon King Saebert. Saebert, in turn, convinced the Hundred Men of Essex to update their pagan beliefs. However, after the death of King Saebert in AD 616, Mellitus was driven out by locals who were presumably fed up with the constraints of following Christian ‘rules’. Essex reverted to paganism.


However, King Sigebert II (reigned c. 653–60) became a Christian and invited the monk, Cedd, to bring the Christian message to the people of Essex. Sigebert may indeed have been a good religious man, or it could be that he saw Christianity as a useful tool with which to control his people. Cedd accepted the invitation and sailed down from Northumberland to become the new Bishop of London. He built a chapel on the foundations of the Roman fort on Bradwell seawall. It is thanks to the Romans importing and leaving building stone in the area that Cedd’s church still stands.


Cedd also founded minsters (mother churches) at Barking, Tilbury, Great Wakering and Southminster. Their locations evidence the seaborne activity around the Essex coast at the time. Unfortunately for Cedd, he caught the plague on a visit to Lastingham in his native North Yorkshire (then in the Saxon Kingdom of Northumbria), and he died. Unfortunate, too, for the faithful monks who he had recruited in Essex to help him with spreading his gospel. A party of thirty Essex monks travelled to Lastingham to pay their respects at Cedd’s funeral, where they also caught the plague and twenty-nine of them died.


However, Cedd had done enough to kickstart the spread of Christianity and he was later made a saint. Local Saxon chiefs encouraged the building of a church in every village: probably just a basic hut from which a priest could preach, and by necessity mostly built of wood. This new common religion helped to cement a cohesive society that was easier for the chiefs to control and indoctrinate via preaching.


Mellitus also became a saint and he is depicted in stonework and stained-glass windows in many Essex churches today.


St Andrew’s at Greensted is the oldest wooden church in the world and the oldest stave-built building in Europe, with timbers dating to 1060. The church has always been thought to be of Saxon origin, but it is possible, of course, that the Normans built the church with aged timber.
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St Andrew’s, Greensted, as it was before the renovations in 1848.


A SAXON PRINCE


The so-called Saxon ‘Prince of Prittlewell’ died around 650. His tomb (1 mile north of present-day Southend town centre) had been carefully prepared. Those in charge dug a deep pit and lined it with wooden stakes. They laid out the body and carefully arranged his possessions: luxury imported glass vases, gaming sets, musical instruments and tools. On his body, they placed a golden belt buckle and laid two small crosses of beaten gold on his eyelids. These crosses suggest this wealthy individual may have been either King Saebert or Sigebert himself. We will probably never know.


BARKING ABBEY


Erkenwald, later to become Bishop of London and a saint, founded a monastery at Barking in 666 for his sister, Ethelburga, who became the first abbess. The abbey has had an exciting history. For example, in 870 a mob of Danes broke into the abbey, herded the virgin sisters into the chapel and burnt them all to death.


The buildings were more or less abandoned for a century until King Edgar allowed Wulfhilda to become the new abbess. Wulfhilda had refused to marry Edgar and he had almost forced himself on her, repenting at the last moment and allowing her to become a nun instead. The buildings were repaired and restored and Barking’s wealth continued to grow. The abbey came to own land as far afield as Warley, Ingatestone, Roding, Tollesbury and Wigborough, and the nuns were allowed many privileges denied to others, such as the right to take hares and collect firewood from the king’s forests.


BATTLES WITH THE DANES


In 917, the Wessex King Edward the Elder, son of Alfred the Great, forced out some Danes who had been occupying Colchester. Edward arranged for the town’s walls to be repaired to help it resist further attacks by the Danes. He probably knew the town by its new Saxon name: Colneceaster: the fortress on the River Colne.


Aethelred the Unready was king of England from 978 to 1016. His reign saw three significant battles on the Essex coast to repel Viking raids. These Viking expeditions to England were usually led by the Danish kings, but they were composed of warriors from all over Scandinavia.


THE BATTLE OF BENFLEET, 894
(SAXONS V. DANES)


In 894, a community of Danes had camped at South Benfleet, mooring their longships in the creek. While many of the men went off to hunt for food, a party of Saxons, led by King Alfred’s son, attacked the camp. They successfully captured several women and children, including the wife and children of Haesten, the Danish leader. Escaping Danes jumped into their boats and fled to Shoeburyness where they made camp within an old Iron Age rampart. However, they soon moved on to a larger camp at Mersea.


Alfred was not an unreasonable man, and Haesten’s family were returned to him as part of the post-battle negotiations over land ownership.


BATTLE OF MALDON 991 (BYRHTNOTH V. VIKINGS)


Throughout 991, East Anglia was continually plagued by Viking raids. The people of Maldon heard that the enemy were making their way down to the Blackwater but were relieved that the Saxon hero Byrhtnoth was bringing his army there to ward off the invasion. Byrhtnoth had an excellent track record at defeating Vikings but, although standing over 6ft tall, he was over 60 years old by 991 and was described in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle as having ‘swan white’ hair.


The Vikings pulled their boats onto Northey Island and massed on the shore there as Byrhtnoth drew up his troops on the mainland on 10 August 991. There were some 4,000–6,000 men on each side. All were heavily armed and ready to fight. As the tide receded, Byrhtnoth allowed the Viking warriors to surge across the causeway hoping, no doubt, for a swift and decisive battle. Byrhtnoth was unlucky that day and was killed – some say by a single blow from a Viking sword; others that it took three Vikings to cut him down. His death caused panic among the Saxons and some of them deserted the battlefield. Those who were left were no match for the invaders and all were killed. Despite their victory, the remaining Vikings were all exhausted and many wounded. They limped back to their ships, rather than attack Maldon itself.
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