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         This book is dedicated to my sources of constant pride

         ANDRA & BELLA

         Neither of whom believed it would ever be completed, and will be grateful for no longer needing to ask: ‘And so, how’s it going?’
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         AMOROUS

OR

LOVING?

         The Highly Peculiar Tale of English and the English

         How did a marginal dialect spoken once by only 200,000 people, facing existential threat, become the language spoken by 1,600,000,000 people across the world today?
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         How did a naturally reserved and very private nation of people become creatively among the most expressive in the world?
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         How did English accumulate a vocabulary so varied and rich?

         Such that we can endlessly choose

         to be ‘mad’ (from Old English) or ‘berserk’ (from Norse),

         ‘hungry’ (from Old English) or ‘famished’ (from Latin/French),

         ‘amorous’ (from Latin/French) or ‘loving’ (from Old English)

         with all the subtle distinctions between each of these many choices.iv
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            INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

         

         This book presents my opinions about the unique development of the English language, English culture and the long interaction between the two. Having been brought up as English, albeit from long Scottish descent on both sides of my family, I have throughout felt it permissible to describe this as ‘our’ history, ‘our’ language, and the people as ‘us’.

         This book does not aim to be a dry academic study, but seeks to engage readers of all levels of expertise, and constitutes a new perspective on our cultural history that is designed to spark interest broadly. I have entitled the work ‘Amorous or Loving?: The Highly Peculiar Tale of English and the English’. This reflects the approach. My primary sources have been many decades of personal experience in the field of the arts, storytelling, theatre, history and heritage – and from treading the streets of the world promoting what this country has to offer. The canvas of my story stretches across several thousand years and countless different but interrelated topics. I have drawn heavily on a range of texts and works by other authors, in specific areas of this narrative, to support my opinions, to give examples and provide quotation. I have not wanted to footnote endlessly the text for fear of making it seem less accessible. I have mentioned sources within the flow, when they have been particularly important to the argument. In addition, chapter by chapter, in the appendices I specify other sources I have leant on for quotations, for translations, for examples used and specific thinking. I have also included a bibliography, ordered by subject matter, as further reference for an interested reader. I am most grateful to all the writers in their respective fields much more knowledgeable than I, who have added immeasurably to this work.

         As to acknowledgements, I would like to thank the following, without whom I would never have written this book, and certainly not in this final published form.

         Caroline Michel insisted that I write it, having heard me countless times speak on the subject matter, in private and public, and had the mad/brilliant* notion that it would make for an absorbing and useful book. She has also painstakingly acted as my literary agent, ably assisted by Kieron Fairweather and the rest of the PFD team. (*Delete as applicable)viii

         The ever-patient Tim Binding acted as editor in an imaginative, and often insistent fashion, which was invaluable.

         Joe Ashworth had the crucial and arduous task of being my fact checker, and conducted it with great diligence. Any facts that are still contentious or incorrect are down solely to me.

         Helen Clifford, the ebullient archivist of the Grocers’ Company, acted as my picture researcher, and my constant reference point on City history, of which she is expert.

         Lucy Worsley, Michael Wood, Arthur Smith, Daisy Goodwin, Decca Aitkenhead, Sabina Berman, Nicholas Kenyon have all kindly read it, at various stages of its development, and given me extraordinary help and advice on so many points of interpretation, scholarship and style, from which I have learnt immeasurably.

         Arthur Smith generously drew together, in his inimitable style, his comparison of swearing in French and in English, especially for this book.

         Jez Butterworth has kindly permitted me to quote extensively from his seminal play, ‘Jerusalem’ which has provided a starting and end point to the work.

         Faber and Faber Ltd have graciously granted permission for a poem and quote by T.S. Eliot to be used from ‘The Poems and Plays of T.S. Eliot’ which provide fitting finale to the narrative.

         The whole team of Historic Royal Palaces, and of the Grocers’ Company, have both been extremely helpful and supportive throughout this endeavour, touching as it does closely on the histories of both organisations.

         The wonderfully able publicity team of Fiona McMorrough and Emma Mitchell at FMcM have been absolutely essential to the enterprise, and I thank them for their implicit faith in this somewhat quirky take on our cultural and linguistic history.

         And finally, Ian Strathcarron, Lucy Duckworth and the publishing team at Unicorn Books have kindly and unflappably overseen the birthing of this book, bringing it to a wider world.

         If, for whatever reason, this book provides you with any helpful insight or moments of inspiration, then the credit is theirs. If it leaves you cold, unedified, or even annoyed, then the fault is entirely mine.

         RUPERT GAVIN 

         
             

         

         London, January 2025
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            CHAPTER ONE

            ‘AMONG THESE DARK SATANIC MILLS’

         

         
            ‘You got nowhere else to go? Come on over. The door’s open. You don’t like it? Stay away. What the fuck do you think an English forest is for?’

            – Rooster Byron in Jez Butterworth’s play ‘Jerusalem’

         

         The idea for this book struck me, suddenly, one evening in 2011. I was sitting in the Apollo Theatre on Shaftesbury Avenue. I was watching for probably the fifteenth time a performance of the play ‘Jerusalem’, written by Jez Butterworth, starring Mark Rylance, directed by Ian Rickson, lead produced by Sonia Friedman. Having worked all my life in the theatre, I was lucky enough to be a long-standing co-producer of this particular and extraordinary piece of drama, and had the privilege of working with four of the most exceptional theatrical creators of our generation. It was an intoxicating time.

         Eighteen years earlier, I had been the producer of one of Jez Butterworth’s earliest plays, and had worked with him regularly ever since. ‘Huge’ was a two-hander comedy, one hour long, acted by Ben Miller and Simon Godley. It told the tale of an aspiring comedy double act that had absolutely everything going for them, other than for one important missing ingredient, they were not actually funny. It ended memorably with Simon in a giant chicken suit, about to perform in a fast-food TV ad, and Ben raging at him for copping out, just as their long-awaited comedy breakthrough beckoned. Potentially. We first produced ‘Huge’ in a hundred-seater room at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival in 1993, and then transferred it to the King’s Head Theatre in London. We got enthusiastic reviews, sell out performances, and Jez decided he wanted to keep writing. On Edinburgh High Street on the final night of our Fringe Festival run, I handed Jez 200 pounds in cash. He eyed the Scottish notes suspiciously. I explained that although they looked odd, they were indeed legal tender down South. Not satisfied, he asked me why I was giving him notes of any description. I said he had written and directed the piece, which meant that we were all ‘on a share’, that I had not yet done a final tally, and so this was a quick estimated advance of his cut to cover some expenses. ‘Oh!’ he said, ‘I didn’t realise you got paid for doing this.’2

         Whereas ‘Huge’ was in fact very small, ‘Jerusalem’ by contrast is a highly complex, large production. Its running time is over three hours with two intervals. It has a cast of sixteen, plus a flock of chickens, all of whom are live, rather than actors in suits. The ‘Jerusalem’ set was a recreation of a Wiltshire clearing, overshadowed by giant ancient trees, with a decrepit hippy-style caravan at its centre. It was located outside the fictional town of Flintock, modelled on real life Pewsey. The action takes place, in the manner of Greek tragedy, on a single day – in this case St George’s Day and the day of the Flintock Fair. The tale is told of a charismatic, drug and drink fuelled pied piper of the woods, Rooster Byron, who leads the youth astray and vies to the death with all forms of authority, discipline or constraint. The language is part Wiltshire vernacular, part foul swearing, peppered with specific and local allusions that a London, let alone a Broadway audience, sometimes struggle to understand fully. The role of Rooster Byron is so demanding and pivotal to the piece that it could only be uniquely delivered by the acting genius of Mark Rylance. As a result, Mark had no understudy. If ill, no performance could be given.

         This is not just any tale that is being told. It is one that reaches back into our forgotten Saxon and Celtic past. It conjures images of pagan gods, and pre-historic lore. It tells stories – ancient and new. It pictures enemies in every form of restrictive authority, describing them as ‘the puritans’, with as much venom as the rebels of Cornwall and Devon expressed, when they rose up against the new Protestants and their nanny proscriptions back in the late 1540s. In their case, they were mown down in their thousands by the state’s brutal enforcers, and we have to anticipate that the same fate awaits Rooster Byron.

         Every night this complex show was delivered like clockwork. Not a performance missed. The lights would dim and in front of the giant St George flag of the stage cloth, the innocent figure of the May Queen, Phaedra Cox, would sing unaccompanied of how ‘those feet in ancient time (did) walk upon England’s mountains green.’ The cloth would rise and the revels begin.

         The sheer financial challenge of putting such a beast of a work on in the West End, with no Hollywood star to lighten the load, was surmounted, the imagination of audiences was captured, and it became profitable during the course of its initial West End run. In the closing weeks, young camped out in the street all night, putting aside their social media and digital apps, hoping for the chance of a last-minute ticket to see something so time-honoured and primordial as the live telling of this complex tale. Each night the passions of the audience were fired and transported. At every performance I went to, as 3Rooster Byron made his final impassioned speech, the hairs sat up on the back of my neck, tingling. Closed in on by petty authority from all sides, horribly beaten up, deserted by all his young acolytes, in the middle of the wood, Rooster finally took up his giant drum. With massive resonant thumps of his palms, he pounded out his defiance. He summoned the ancestral gods of our pre-Christian past to his aid, for the preservation of hot-blooded, sentient humanity. He spoke as follows:

         
            
               
                  ‘I Rooster John Byron, hereby place a curse

                  Upon the Kennet and Avon council,

                  May they wander the land for ever,

                  Never sleep twice in the same bed,

                  Never drink water from the same well,

                  And never cross the same river twice in a year…’

               

            

         

         Upon the repeated, desperate, insistent beating of his drum, the trees of the forest began to rustle and were bent by a powerful swirling wind. The dull thud of footsteps grew louder. ‘Thud, thud, THUD.’ The theatre shook. The giants have answered the ancient call. As the curtain started to fall, we knew that the denizens of our past have risen up. They have come at the very last to protect Rooster Johnny Byron. Once more against all odds, they pluck him from the crushing grasp of Puritan authority, preventing his obliteration. Their spirits will live on in England, embodied in the magic of Byron blood.

         As I sat there mesmerised each night, I was gripped by the straight line connection between the sung poetry of ‘Beowulf’ and the epic speeches of Rooster Byron, by way of the stirring verses of William Blake. I marvelled at how a nation perceived to be emotionally reserved and usually tight-lipped, could be both those things and yet also present a complex work immaculately, with consummate skill, repeatedly reaching deep and directly into the heart of every member of the audience, with a display of such unbridled, atavistic passions.

         Since that night I have wrestled with this puzzle, and this book is a quest to answer these two underlying questions. How did a cluster of marginal dialects spoken by just a few hundreds of thousands of people in the 870s, who themselves were under an existential pressure from their Viking enemies, every bit as crushing as that felt by Rooster Byron, survive and end up today as the world’s most ubiquitous language, spoken by around 1,600 million people? Was this chance? Was this historical accident? Was this solely the result of the imposition of imperial and military might? Did the characteristics 4of this language help determine this outcome? And to what extent has the resulting language, the language of ‘Jerusalem’, shaped temperament and culture?

         The second question is more complex. How did the nature of the people who now speak English as their mother tongue, although renowned for their reserve, for their cold nature and for their formality (all of which fits very logically with our primarily Scandinavian and Germanic origins in the middle of the first millennium) become so highly creative, so imaginative, so theatrically and so musically expressive? Yet lose none of their appreciation for discipline and organisation?

         This emotional dichotomy seems to run through our language as much as through our national personality. I first used the title of this book in a talk in the White Tower at the Tower of London, while I was Chairman of Historic Royal Palaces. No building embodies more vividly the conflict between its French-speaking Norman creators and the English-speaking Anglo-Saxon capital that they sought to subjugate. Through the richness of our vocabulary we are constant participants in that conflict today. We might, of a relaxed evening at home with our spouse, seek to establish the level of affection that was to be the order of the night. To do so, we might ‘ask’, using the colloquial Old English word, or we could choose to be marginally more formal and thus ‘enquire’, using the French/Latin term. He/she then could either ‘answer’ (Old English) or ‘respond’ (French/Latin). Both words similar but noticeably different in implication. Then together, they might ‘start’ or ‘begin’ (Old English, both), or instead they could ‘commence’ (French/Latin). And in the end, we might be ‘loving’, using the Old English term, or we might be ‘amorous’ using the French/Latin. The underlying emotion is the same, but I think we all appreciate the world of difference between the two. It shows that throughout our lives, we have a richness of linguistic options; each option connotes a different feeling and frame of mind, between the more formal and the more personal, between the more restrained and the more demonstrative, dependent on the context. Our behaviour correspondingly see-saws between the ‘theatrical’ and the ‘reserved’ continuously.

         º º º

         I offer three fairly recent examples of this dichotomy of Englishness.

         The first was the grand spectacle that opened the London Olympic Games in 2012. It was called ‘The Isles of Wonder’, the vision of two great directors, Danny Boyle and Stephen Daldry, and an inspired writer, Frank Cottrell-Boyce. All English. They marshalled artists, designers, choreographers and 5performers to mount a spectacle that beamed out to the whole world. It was four hours long and watched by apparently 900 million viewers around the globe.

         The resulting spectacle projected the imagination, wit and visual splendour of this country, in a way that few nations, I believe, can equal. In a matter of moments, the show morphed from the epic portrayal of the satanic mills, seen sprouting from the ground accompanied by the beat of costumed drummers, to the comedy antics of Mr Bean, trying to get a note on a keyboard right, to the wondrous cheek of watching what appeared to be the Queen and James Bond sky-dive from a helicopter circling overhead. And all of it delivered seamlessly, on time and in perfect synchronisation.

         It took years to devise, and to rehearse, in total secret. It involved thousands of actors, and 7,500 volunteers, many of whom played performing parts in the arena – all meticulously drilled. It required 70 sheep, 12 horses, 3 cows, 2 goats, 10 chickens, 10 ducks, 9 geese and 3 sheepdogs.

         The organisation had to withstand the lead actor for the event, he of ‘Jerusalem’, Mark Rylance, being forced to pull out, due to a tragic family bereavement, to be replaced at short notice by Kenneth Branagh. On the final morning before the opening, GCHQ received credible intelligence that a cyber-attack would be mounted with the aim of taking control of the whole lighting system at the stadium. Senior government officials had to meet to assess contingency plans.

         In the end, the ‘Isles of Wonder’ was delivered immaculately. It surprised and delighted a whole nation. Judging by hundreds of comments I received subsequently, it impressed many around the world, most markedly for surpassing the passionless precursor of Beijing, with something equally eye-catching but with infinitely more feeling. The most recent opening of the Paris Olympics in 2024, despite the huge budget, the massive preparations and the near closure of the centre of the city for months in advance, showed how hard it is to deliver spectacle with engaging narrative, with a convincing display of national culture, with touches of humour and true ‘coup de théâtre’. London, in my view, outscored Paris on every level, and not just because of the rain at the latter.

         A sovereign seemed to descend from the sky, and Kenneth Branagh spoke the fanfare of Caliban’s speech from William Shakespeare’s ‘The Tempest’:

         
            
               
                  ‘Be not afeard. The isle is full of noises,

                  Sounds, and sweet airs, that give delight, and hurt not.

                  Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments6

                  Will hum about mine ears, and sometimes voices, 

                  That, if I then had wak’d after long sleep, 

                  Will make me sleep again; and then, in dreaming, 

                  The clouds methought would open and show riches 

                  Ready to drop upon me, that, when I wak’d 

                  I cried to dream again.’ 

               

            

         

         Our language and our spectacle interwoven. All very specifically British.

         º º º

         The second example took place two years later in the moat at the Tower of London. During the course of five months, a field of ceramic poppies was planted to commemorate the hundredth anniversary of the start of the Great War. The artistic vision meant that these poppies appeared to pour from one giant ‘weeping window’ in the Tower’s massive defensive wall, and to flow in an ever-increasing lake of red around the full circumference of the Tower. It was entitled ‘Blood Swept Lands and Seas of Red’. It echoed both the history of bloodshed for which the Tower is notorious and the massive human sacrifice of that war. The right words were pivotal to the endeavour, both in the title and also in the solemn words declaimed each evening at the setting of the sun. A total of 888,246 ceramic poppies were planted in a detailed daily process – one poppy for every British and Commonwealth fatality in the four-year conflict. Each evening, the names of the fallen would be read. This was a spectacle that captured the imagination of the country. But more than that, it was a prodigious feat of organisation, involving the recruitment and training of around 30,000 volunteers. These were necessary to be able to plant each poppy day by day, to manage the crowds, and then uplift the poppies, pack them and dispatch them to around half a million donors all over the world. Each of the ceramic poppies had to be lovingly manufactured in five different production studios. Such was the short timescale for the whole project that these capabilities had to be set up only months ahead of the November finale. At the start, nobody had known what demand, if any, would be created for making the donations to buy this number of poppies. But the response was so overwhelming that there was a worrying moment, when a quarter of a million more poppies had been ‘sold’ than actually had been created. The logistics kicked in like clockwork.

         None of the public were aware of the challenges behind the scenes, and nor did they need to know. About 5 million people in person came and viewed the awe-inspiring display. Extraordinary overhead pictures of the 7Tower surrounded by what seemed like a sea of blood, played out on TV screens and on newspaper front covers, all around the world.

         Ultimately the proof of the emotional power of the endeavour was brought home by the letters and messages from the recipients of the poppies. They were so many and so varied. Some with memories and connections to losses that their family had suffered in the Great War. Others from people unconnected to the war itself, but who had themselves suffered loss and found solace in the spectacle. One letter I remember especially. It was from a father and mother who had lost a much-loved daughter in her teenage years. They had kept her bedroom exactly as it was the day she died. They donated to the appeal, and upon receipt of the poppy, they placed it in the centre of the pillow on her bed. To this day, I expect it still sits there. They wrote wanting to express their feeling of huge gratitude; their letter, penned in the most moving and beautiful phrases, expressed how, although unconnected to the Great War, the glass poppy served as a lasting tribute to their daughter, which in some small way kept her spirit alive to them. Spectacle, symbols, words, solemnity, all combining to capture an acute emotion.

         I was lucky to be involved personally in the latter stages of the poppies. I was able to see at first-hand how theatrical spectacle, when organised peerlessly, can produce unique emotional responses. I was then delighted to be able to continue the tradition of the poppies, with ‘Beyond the Deepening Shadow’ in 2018 (the anniversary of the end of the war), and subsequently the Superbloom in honour of the Queen’s Platinum Jubilee. The former involved the choreographed lighting of ten thousand giant candles each night around the Tower, and was inspired by the poetry of one of our greatest female war poets, Mary Borden. ‘They do not know that in this shadowed place, it is your light they see upon my face.’ The Superbloom was a lasting transformation of the moat into a colourful meadow of wildflowers that circled the Tower. The earth was rescaled into a rolling sea, and 20 million seeds from twenty-nine different plant species were sown by hand, to create a new bio-diverse environment for pollination in the heart of the city. The moat became an ever-changing tapestry of wave upon wave of colour and a place for quiet reflection for thousands of visitors, soothed by Erland Cooper’s special musical composition which had been inspired by Peter Maxwell Davies’ poetic ‘Farewell to Stromness’.

         º º º

         The third example is the more recent mourning for and the funeral of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II. At a moment’s notice, and like the workings of a 8giant metronomic clock, a continuous eleven days of pageant and ceremony unfolded from its start in Balmoral to its finale in Windsor. Although the panoply of events had been endlessly planned for, the potential configurations of precisely when and where the Queen would pass away, could never be fully predicted. The opportunity to pause after the announcement of death, so as to prepare, was non-existent. The commemoration of her life had to commence immediately and be on a scale so as to capture the imagination of the world. Tens of thousands of soldiers, sailors, airmen, police, officials, dignitaries had to be drilled, dressed, marshalled and bound together into a unified whole. Each day had its peculiar set of ceremonies, its different cast of characters, all executed flawlessly.

         But this was not solely an exercise in organisational zeal, it was also a giant piece of highly charged theatre, designed to deliver a massive emotional punch. From the sombre, tearful march with the monarch’s coffin up the medieval streets of Edinburgh, to the final goodbye at Windsor by her pony and her favourite corgis, from the catafalque vigil to the symbolic snapping in two of the Lord Chamberlain’s staff of office over the tomb, the ceremonial displays worked at a level that was exceptionally deep. 250,000 people queued, many for 10 hours or more, in order to file past the coffin. Even though the time spent in Westminster Hall was no more than a few minutes, not one mourner seemed to question the value of the time spent in order to be there. The ancient stone walls were imbued with a thousand years of history, the visual richness was surrounded by an eerie silence, interrupted only by the echoing sound of the ‘clack, clack, clack’ of the commander of the watch signalling with his sword, the periodic changing of the guard. This created a unique piece of theatre that touched everyone to the core. As a result ‘The Queue’ became a phenomenon in its own right. It was a democratic pilgrimage that wound its way along the historic banks of the Thames, from its start in Southwark. Very tellingly, this gathering point was very close to the spot that six hundred years earlier, Chaucer’s fictional, and no less universal, pilgrims met at the Tabard Inn to begin their journey in ‘The Canterbury Tales’. One pilgrimage went east, and one went west.

         The funeral itself was watched by not just a million people lining the London streets, not just by around 30 million people in the UK on television, not just by about 500 foreign heads of state and dignitaries in attendance, but by estimated billions around the world. Most of them had no direct connection with the Queen, or her realms. It was the most spectacular royal funeral that the world had ever seen. This scale of global attention is 9attributable to the extraordinary virtues of the Queen herself, undoubtedly, but also to a recognition that this country may well be the only one in the world that can mount at no notice, a rolling ceremony of scale and precision, without flaw or slip up, that can powerfully convey a universal emotion. A sense of awe, of reverence, and a belief that our future is best shaped by a deep respect for our past.

         In the end it also all came down to the right use of words, at every step of the way, right up to the moving, poignant message from the royal family, quoting ‘Hamlet’, of course: ‘Flights of angels sing thee to thy rest.’ So often we take this ability for granted.

         The Edinburgh Festival, for example, is the biggest arts gathering in the world. On the Fringe alone currently, 2.6 million tickets are sold to around 3,700 different shows, presented by performing companies in some 250 different venues. There are no invitations; anyone can come, who can find some space and register themselves. They come from all over the world. Meantime, Glastonbury is a gathering in a landscape of open fields of 200,000 people, inspired by music and by the latest in the long tradition of the English lyric. Recently, around 2,000 different acts have performed in a single festival, on up to 60 different stages, spread across fields requiring an 8 mile perimeter wall. Meantime, Hay Literary Festival brings 125,000 people together over a week and a half to exult in the power of words and thoughts. In Notting Hill, the Carnival attracts some 2 million visitors over 3 days, to its celebration of song, dance, community and spectacle, and to participate in what was founded in 1966 and is now said to be the largest street festival in Europe.

         It is not just that these things speak to the passion of the cultural soul of the nation, and our endless engagement in the power of our language, but they require superhuman acts of organisation. In Edinburgh, a whole city is reshaped to create hundreds of workable performing spaces. In Glastonbury, a new city in itself is built and then dismantled one week later, in the open countryside. At Hay, and in Notting Hill, comparable feats are achieved. There is a natural tendency to take this for granted. But from my experience of the organisation of Jubilees, many festivals, umpteen spectacles and countless theatre shows, there is nothing innately natural in the skills required to make these things happen seamlessly, in a way that is harmonious with the creative imagination.

         Failures happen too. With ambition comes inevitable risk-taking, and dreams dashed are a necessary consequence. One has only to remember the blighted Mound at Marble Arch in 2021, or the very anonymous ‘Unboxed’ 10or ‘Festival of Brexit’ in 2022, to understand the thin line between triumph and disaster. But endlessly trying is the key ingredient.

         How did we get to here? From what does this marriage of strictly conflicting abilities, derive? Where did this all begin? Time and time again in our narrative, I will focus on events, conflicts, people and places in our history that are relatively unknown, and may be new to you (or at least new in the context that I describe). I have not done this purposefully. It is how the story unfolds. It does however indicate that to find our answers, we are walking along relatively untrammelled paths. That is part of the joy.
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            CHAPTER TWO

            THE LAND OF THE TATTOOED PEOPLE

         

         
            ‘I attribute my whole success in life, to a rigid observance of the fundamental rule, never have yourself tattooed with any woman’s name not even her initials.’

            – P.G. Wodehouse

         

         Where it began, properly began, was on the edges of the great and ancient Selwood Forest. This is a giant wood that once stretched all the way from Chippenham in Wiltshire down to Gillingham in Dorset, forming a natural boundary between East and West Wessex. It began only thirty miles from where Rooster Byron subsequently ended up, defying the encroaching authorities, in these same ancient forests. Where this tale starts, so it concludes.

         It was at Ecgbert’s stone at the edge of these woods in May 878, that the Wessex king Alfred, seven years into his reign, called the muster of the West Saxon men-at-arms from Wiltshire, Dorset, and parts of Somerset and Hampshire. Alfred had come to the throne, succeeding three of his elder brothers, all now dead, to lead the existential struggle against a Viking warrior horde fixated on spreading their domination. After a series of defeats, the odd inconclusive victory, cruel examples of Viking treachery, and a period of hiding in the Somerset marshlands, Alfred emerged to make the final throw of the die. The muster point he chose was significant. The Wessex kings were proud of their descent and thus their legitimacy from the great King Ecgbert, Alfred’s grandfather. Ecgbert had defeated the Mercian forces at Ellendun in 825, and then again in 829, earning him the moniker of ‘Bretwalda’ (‘wide-ruler’), which heralded a period of pre-eminence for the West Saxons in Southern England. Alfred is said to have called his forces to gather at the location of Ecgbert’s Stone. He was joined there by forces from across the south and south-west. With this assembled body of fighting men, he moved north-east to a point thought to be Iley Oak; here he was probably joined by more forces, possibly by some Mercian warriors. Subsequent coins show the twinned heads of Alfred and the Mercian overlord Ceolwulf in equal prominence, emphasising an alliance between the two.12

         The Viking battle horde had previously come south. After a plundering perambulation through Wareham, across to Exeter, they had journeyed north to capture the Wessex royal base at Chippenham, a key crossing point on the River Avon. To take over such a significant town was designed, we can assume, to make a symbolic statement of strength. The Vikings wintered here for several months. At the time of the approach of Alfred’s army, the Vikings had left Chippenham moving east to an area originally known as Ethandun, where today the village of Edington is located. Close by is sited the ancient Bratton Fort, which sits perched on the Wiltshire Downs staring out at the plains to the north and overlooking the modern-day village. This may have been an attractive defensive point for the Vikings.

         Alfred tracked them, and it is here that battle was engaged. A bloody conflict that defined the course of English history. Specific details of the sequence of the battle are hazy. The contemporary historian Asser only makes reference to the King ‘fighting fiercely with a compact shield-wall’. Recent opinion indicates that the Vikings did not hole themselves up in the fort, but felt confident upon sighting Arthur’s army, to descend to the plain and confront them there. It must have been a bloody and intense engagement. Neither side would have given up the struggle easily, but the outcome was decisive. By the end of the day, the Anglo-Saxon army was victorious; the Vikings turned, and ran defeated the sixteen miles back to their fortification, Chippenham, with Alfred’s vengeful warriors in pursuit, cutting down and killing many in the rout. Asser then says that after fourteen days, the Viking host was worn down by fear, cold and hunger, and they surrendered.

         A month after the battle, Guthrum, with a group of his senior officers, came to Aller, east of Athelney, where he agreed to be baptised a Christian. He was given the name Athelstan, the same as Alfred’s eldest brother. Subsequently a significant agreement, the Treaty of Wedmore, was signed between Alfred and Guthrum, which reflected the new status quo after the Battle of Edington. The Vikings were to be confined to the east and the north of the country, which came to be known as Danelaw, while the Anglo-Saxons were left free to rule the South, the West and much of the middle of the country. An early copy of the original document is held in the Corpus Christi collection in Cambridge. It states:

         
            ‘This is the peace which King Alfred and King Guthrum and the councillors of all the English people, and all the people who are in East Anglia, have all agreed and confirmed with oaths. First 13concerning our boundaries: up the Thames, and then up the Lea, and along the Lea to its source, then in a straight line to Bedford, then up the Ouse to Watling Street.’

         

         This was the basis of a new nation loosely uniting Wessex, Kent and Mercia. The speakers of Old English were to survive. But it was not just the language but also English culture that had been deeply under threat of extinction. In the two previous centuries, England had transformed itself into one of the finest centres for learning, writing and artistic activity in Europe. This had come to a grinding halt as the Viking raids targeted monasteries, abbeys and places of learning. For much of the 9th century, not a single original work in literature in Latin was completed. Manuscript copying slowed to a trickle. According to Alfred himself writing to the Bishop of Worcester:

         
            ‘…it has very often come into my mind what wise men there formerly were throughout England, both church and layfolk…and how men came from overseas in search of wisdom and instruction, which we now have to get from thence… So far has it fallen in England that few there are on this side of Humber who understand the English of their service or can translate a letter from Latin…there are so few of them that I cannot remember one south of Thames when I first began to reign.’

         

         Edington reversed that process of decline. It started to unify the Anglo-Saxon nations, and rebuilt the culture as a vibrant English speaking one. The treaty is one of the earliest documents to make reference to ‘Angelcyn’ as one nation. It is appropriate to describe Edington as one of the most important, defining battles in the long history of England. It is surprising that it is so little known to many, how rarely Edington is visited and how infrequently it is studied outside of scholarly circles.

         Conflicts between the Vikings and the Anglo-Saxons continued for many decades to come, but the core territory was never conceded again to the Viking invader.

         I would encourage anyone interested in the English to make pilgrimage to Edington. It sits today, as a small attractive village, a few miles outside the town of Devizes, positioned on the north-facing slope of the Wiltshire Downs, with magnificent views across the plains towards Malmesbury. Edington’s 14th century priory, and priory house, constructed in the local honey-coloured stone, are both still standing, substantially intact. They reflect the location’s importance in medieval post-Norman times. In every 14way, it is a beautiful, sleepy West Country village, with decorous old rose covered cottages, identical to a thousand other villages in the area.

         You would have no sense that this was a defining, possibly even the defining, location in the history of the English. There is no real indication of the great battle, nor commemoration of its significance. A directional sign up to Bratton Fort is all, and a brief memorial stone, erected in 2000, to the Battle of Ethandun. It is certainly the most important battle that most people do not know.

         º º º

         While the events at Edington proved to be the turning point for the formation of Englishness, this should be understood in the context of the much longer emergence of the peoples of these islands as peculiar and different.

         The name for these islands which we now call British was first recorded around 200 bc in a work by the Greek historian Polybius. His text was based on the notes of the writer and explorer Pytheas, who claims to have circumnavigated the islands looking for trading opportunities and cultural exchange. He called the islands ‘Pretannike’, or the ‘Pretanic Islands’, and this eventually became ‘Britannia’ to the Romans, long before any concept of England (or even Engelond) emerged. That took place 1,000 years later. The name ‘Pretannike’ is believed to be derived from the Celtic expression for ‘tattooed people’, and this fits with other descriptions of the early British penchant for daubing themselves in woad. Pytheas was clearly struck by the cultural and artistic difference of the native folk from what he considered to be normal life.

         The alternative term that the Greeks used for these islands was ‘Albion’, which is fancifully thought to have derived from the chalky south coast cliffs that greeted their sailors. While Albion has had some currency over the years, it is Britain that has achieved official status. So the ‘tattooed people’ are what we remain, rather than the ‘white cliff folk’.

         I am not sure how much cultural exchange Pytheas expected to achieve between the sophisticated Greeks and these strangely daubed people, but not a huge amount occurred, at least at first. The British inclination to get their skin impermeably drawn upon, often from head to toe, has continued over the centuries. Being a maritime nation has helped; sea-faring folk, used to working on the open decks barely covered, kept the British tradition of tattoos flourishing, and gave them a rugged, manly image. Tattoos have entered so deeply into British culture, that P.G. Wodehouse, felt obliged to lay down the law in relation to them, as quoted as the heading to this chapter. 15His is a rule that neither David Beckham nor Tyson Fury have ever been particularly bothered to follow.

         Three centuries after Polybius was writing, Ptolemy, the famous geographer of the ancient world, identified according to some accounts, thirty-three separate groups or tribes spread across the land mass of the Pretanic Isles – with no perceptible unifier or dominant body. Within this, England was to emerge as a concept and its territorial identity, along with its language, from the shadow of Britain a thousand years after Britain had been so named.

         A few other critical points need to be made about the Land of the Tattooed people. Apart from it being a set of islands, with a well-defined territorial boundary, they were the largest such land mass off the coast of Europe. They also sit in a particular meteorological position, lying in the direct line of the Gulf Stream. They enjoy (or to some, endure) a perfect mild maritime climate, which means plenty of rain, and relatively few frosts. While parts of the islands are mountainous, much is rolling planes, with good woodland, relatively fertile soil, and highly productive land for food and resources. This is especially so in the south, the south-east, in the Midlands and the south-west.

         Our history, and thus our language, and consequently our culture, has been shaped overwhelmingly by our geography, our weather and our soil. These three things lie at the heart of our story.

         The rich supply of food and the mineral wealth has meant the ability for the country to support not only a labouring class, but also a clergy, an artisan community, an academic and intellectual class, and of course an aristocracy. Our cultural, artistic and philosophical development has followed as a result. Scholarship, craftsmanship and patronage have been essential ingredients.

         The richness of our land has also meant that our island has been attractive to invaders, either as replacements for their homelands, or as profitable additions to their own. The lure of a plentiful choice of oysters to the Romans supposedly. Because of the continuing wealth of the land, our surrounding waters and the productivity of our soil, our invaders were not simply plundering parties on hit and runs; they were not marauders, stripping bear the spoils and leaving. All of them, even the Vikings, may have started out as plunderers but turned into settlers and stayers, determined to exploit the richness of the land long term.

         Over the course of a thousand years, England was subjected to four major waves of invaders. First the Romans who arrived on a long-term basis in the year 43, and stayed for the best part of 400 years, but leaving a considerable and enduring legacy. Then the Anglo-Saxons came in their various phases, 16and settled permanently. Then the Vikings, followed by the Normans. All attracted by the relative wealth of these islands.

         º º º

         All these invasions were important to our history, but the arrival of the various branches of Germanic tribes, which we now call the Anglo-Saxons, was especially significant. The first sign of their presence on English shores was the arrival of raiding parties around 350. They were attracted by the rich pickings of late Roman Britain. The collapse of the Empire offered opportunity for invaders to encroach on the more fertile outposts of Roman rule. The Franks invaded Gaul; Huns and Goths headed for Italy and Rome itself. The primary, near contemporary record of the Anglo-Saxon arrivals, was written by the British 6th century monk, Gildas, who in his ‘De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae’ gave his coruscating verdict on the poor judgement and loose morals that allowed Britain to be conquered by a bunch of Saxons. Gildas painted in primary colours; he would have been well equipped as a modern tabloid headline writer, and his florid descriptions have shaped subsequent accounts. If Gildas is to be believed, the British king Vortigern, getting no help from Rome, invited a mercenary force to help the Britons defend themselves against Pictish raiders from the North. Three boats of warriors landed at Ebbsfleet in Kent, led by the Saxon warriors, Hengest and Hortsa. This is almost certainly fanciful.

         The earliest arrivers were to be followed by others of their tribes, initially in small parties. Saxons first settled successfully in Kent, but paused in their expansion during the balance of the 5th century. Then later in the 6th century, more incoming Saxons began to push westwards and southwards, while groups of Angles spread across the middle of the country and northwards. By the time of Bede’s writings in 700, Anglo-Saxon kingdoms covered most of what we now call England.

         There is much debate as to the speed at which the Anglo-Saxons took charge of the heart of the islands. Traditionally the Anglo-Saxons were believed to have dominated quickly, sweeping aside the indigenous Britons and establishing themselves speedily as a new ruling class. This is based primarily on Gildas’ writings, and then expanded upon by Bede, who, particularly proud of the Angles, chose to give an emphatic verdict in favour of rapid Anglo-Saxon hegemony. Gildas writes:

         
            ‘…the ferocious Saxons (name not to be spoken!), hated by man and God, should be let into the island like wolves into the fold, 17to beat back the peoples of the north. Nothing more destructive, nothing more bitter has befallen the land…a number of the wretched survivors were caught in the mountains and butchered wholesale. Others, their spirits broken by hunger, went to surrender to the enemy; they were fated to be slaves forever, if indeed they were not killed straight away…’

         

         He continues in similar vein at length. This account is further supported by the proliferation of Anglo-Saxon artefacts among the remains of the wealthier families, suggesting a rapid replacement of the ruling class. As a result, it had been believed that Old English was free of influence from the indigenous Celtic languages of the British, and that Anglo-Saxon language and culture took root on a relatively blank canvas.

         More recent evidence contradicts this. Integration seems to have taken place between the Anglo-Saxons and the Britons. Romano-British life continued intact for several centuries after the Romans themselves had left and the whole process of change was much more organic.

         Recent DNA studies of burial sites support the conclusion that there was strong Anglo-Saxon genetic presence, but also countless signs of intermarriage with indigenous Romano-Britons. A 200-year process of intermingling and absorption seems to have taken place. If Anglo-Saxon styled objects were increasingly found in high status burials, and affluent settlements, then this could be explained as a conscious act of fashion or appreciation by Britons, rather than a sign of the Anglo-Saxons achieving rapid political dominance.

         There is strong evidence now for the process of dominance by the Anglo-Saxons being more gradual.

         This is not to suggest that this elongated process was entirely harmonious and consensual. There were clear moments of brutal ferocity inflicted by Anglo-Saxons on the Romano-Britons. For example at Pevensey in 491, it has been suggested by some accounts that the indigenous locals retreated inside the castle for protection from an attacking group of Anglo-Saxons; they were surrounded, captured and slaughtered, one and all. The fierce antipathy this form of brutality created in the Celtic minds, lives on to this day. The favourite Scottish insult to anyone living south of the border is to call them ‘A f****** sassenach’, which in translation simply means ‘Saxon’. A persistent part of the progress of the English, their language and their culture is an immensely violent streak. This is still with us today, never far beneath the more cultivated and restrained surface. There is a history of aggression, and exploitation, that we will see repeatedly, and provides an important counterbalance to the 18achievements. In my working life, I have always been surprised by how more violent behaviour is in everyday Britain by comparison to our main European counterparts.

         The Battle of Edington was pivotal in the survival of Englishness, in all its contradictions. The architect of that victory, King Alfred, is the first towering individual in our narrative. In him, we have the template for what was to become the epitome of the English champion – a warrior, scholar and visionary.
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            CHAPTER THREE

            WHEN GIANTS WALKED THIS LAND

         

         
            ‘Therefore it seems well to me, if ye think so, for us also to translate the books most needful for all men to know into the speech which all men know, and, as we are well able if we have peace, to make all the youth in England of free men rich enough to devote themselves to it, to learn while they are unfit for other occupation till they are well able to read English writing…’

            – King Alfred, writing to the Bishop of Worcester

         

         King Alfred’s exceptional record and reputation dimmed under the weight of the Norman and Plantagenet rewriting of our story. What you might call ‘1066-and-all-that-itus’, which has affected much of our historical perspective. He has always exercised a degree of control over the English imagination, but for periods of time, he was overshadowed by Edward the Confessor as our national, monarchical icon, and often confused with the identity of King Arthur. But Alfred’s reputation was considered afresh during the reign of Henry VI, who campaigned for Alfred’s sanctification. However ineffectual Henry was as a king, he took regal inspiration from Alfred’s commitment to scholarship, faith and education, as witnessed by Henry’s most notable legacies in Eton College and King’s College, Cambridge. Three hundred years later, in Hanoverian times, Alfred, now dubbed ‘The Great’, attracted new attention. The German-speaking monarchy enjoyed promoting their English credentials, and patriotic tunes like ‘Rule Britannia’ were written and first performed. George III, or Farmer George as he came to be known, was particularly fascinated by Alfred. Equally the political circles were keen to emphasise to their new rulers, the tradition for consensual and constitutional monarchy, of which they felt Alfred represented a good model. In the Victorian era, the Alfred reputation grew further. His story chimed with the romantic sentiment of the 19th century; the Pre-Raphaelites and the Arts and Crafts movement’s love of our supposedly more innocent past reflected this reappraisal. The rebirth of monarchy, under Prince Albert’s influence, as a much more rounded, subject-oriented, artistic and literary institution, 20created a greater appreciation of our earliest polymathic, scholar King. The statue of King Alfred that stands proudly in Wantage, his place of birth, was unveiled in 1877. The statue of Alfred majestically holding his sword aloft, and warrior shield at his side, prominently displayed in Winchester, was commissioned in 1899, the penultimate year of Queen Victoria’s reign.

         It was Alfred the Great who referred to all his people as ‘Angelcynn’, which was a term first previously recorded in a Mercian charter in the 850s, and found in Worcester, differentiating those of Germanic origin from others. It was he that determined that the language they all spoke would be ‘Englisc’ (or ‘Anglisc’, or more rightly ‘Aenglisc’, but for simplicity I shall use the former). It was an expression of faith that a single language would create a single and unifying identity. This was a unique and critical decision, by a man who understood that the power of the word could exceed that of the sword. He had remarkable vision, and that vision has been rewarded by around 1,600 million people now speaking the derivation of his language. It is made doubly interesting by his determination to refer to the language as ‘Englisc’, especially when Wessexonian or Saxon might have been more accurate. But for various powerful and important reasons, ‘Englisc’ is what it was called. It was a decision fashioned to unite.

         To understand Alfred, fully, we have to look at the three key figures that came before him that influenced him the most. One being Augustine, the other being Bede, and the third, and least well known, the Saxon king, Ine. They represent an interesting mix of attributes: one religious, one literary/philosophical and one political. Without Augustine, Bede and Ine, one cannot appreciate the extraordinary bedrocks of philosophy, religious organisation, legal construct and scholarship that Anglo-Saxon society developed in Alfred’s days and thereafter.

         º º º

         Augustine was a Roman monk, clearly of good scholarship, and known to the Pope, Gregory, for his organisational ability. Augustine was chosen to lead a mission to Kent to re-establish the Christian faith in England. The country had been subsumed by a Saxon version of paganism in the years after the Romans left. Augustine landed in 597, at the invitation of the Kentish king, Aethelbert. That invitation was most likely prompted by his Christian Frankish wife, Bertha.

         One wonders how Augustine must have felt arriving on the shores of this strange island for the first time, equipped with his cross, his images of Christ and other paraphernalia, all alien to the inhabitants. Knowing that he had a decreed task of converting the population, conversing in a language that may 21have been unfamiliar to either him or them, he must have sensed the scale of the challenge on his hands. Accounts indicate that Aethelbert was suspicious of the arriving mission and insisted on meeting them in the open air, fearing the power that their sorcery might exert in an enclosed space.

         Whatever was said, and whatever was done is unclear, but the result is not disputed. Augustine established a foothold for Christianity, that others after him, like St Aidan, and St Cuthbert expanded upon. Canterbury was founded by Augustine as the location for the archbishopric, and Aethelbert was persuaded to fund the formation of a school and library. It was not just a faith that had arrived, but a whole approach to knowledge and learning. What Christianity brought to England was a culture based on books, on study and writing. This was a transformation of the Anglo-Saxon way of life. The speed with which they embraced this different world was impressive. In under a hundred years, all of the various separate kingdoms, large and small, had converted. It was as though the Anglo-Saxon mind was ready for this new faith and its more scholastic approach to life.

         Canterbury was the primary archbishopric and was to develop into one of the most prominent centres for scholarship and philosophy in Europe. With support from the Northumbrian kings, York was established as the second archbishopric. Dioceses were established in both archbishoprics. Each provided the basis for scholarship and learning – most notably in the diocese of Lindisfarne in the North, whose monastery produced the extraordinary, illustrated manuscripts known as the Lindisfarne Gospels.

         The foundations of a Christian, text-based, learning-oriented society was formed in England as a result. Augustine ensured it was well organised and well administered. Two critical building blocks for the future were thus put into place: the importance of the written word, and the primacy of good organisation. This provided a template for Alfred and the way he wished to preside as a model Christian monarch.

         The enduring power of Augustine in our national psyche is exemplified by the still-surviving book of gospels that he brought with him from Rome. It is kept in the library of Corpus Christi, Cambridge; for the enthronement of each new Archbishop, it is moved to Canterbury, where it plays a central part of the rich theatrical ceremony around the swearing of oaths.

         º º º

         As exceptional as Augustine was, Bede was a colossus of the era, fully equal to Augustine. Bede was born probably in Sunderland, in around 672, some 80 years after Augustine landed. At a young age, he became a Benedictine monk 22in the local monastery of St Peter. Although preceded by great scholars, monks and writers such as Gildas, Theodore of Tarsus, Adrian of Canterbury and Aldhelm, it was Bede who was most acclaimed for his scholarship, and achieved a reputation stretching across Europe. Bede has an exalted standing among the first historians of Christian Europe. He is the only Englishman who was called a ‘Doctor of the Church’, and was without doubt, the only Englishman featured in Dante’s ‘Paradiso’.

         What made Bede different was his prodigious output. Dozens of his works still survive, and many more no doubt were lost over time. He dealt in ecclesiastical and philosophical theory but was also a practical adviser to kings and senior churchmen. He was a master of dating, and we have him to thank (or blame) for the system whereby we define the years by the elapse since the imputed date of the birth of Christ – the ad system.

         Above all he was a historian, and his masterwork was his ‘History of the Church in England’: ‘Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum’. He told the story of the formation of England from the first arrival of Caesar’s legions, through the Anglo-Saxon invasion and up until his present day. Whereas his learned predecessors and contemporaries wrote in an opaque style, Bede’s mastery of a fluent, lucid Latin was second to none. He was thorough in his history, but most importantly highly readable.

         At the heart of his writing, especially the Ecclesiastica, he had a certain agenda. He wrote as a compassionate Christian, believing in fundamental Christian values, but more notably, he was an ‘Anglicist’. His history was designed to present the totality of the Anglo-Saxon tribes as fundamentally interlinked, and England as a definable whole, united by kin, by blood and by religious belief. In that regard he was the first ‘Anglicist’, and had far-reaching impact on Alfred and his successors. It most probably determined Alfred’s decision to call the language ‘Englisc’, as a tribute to Bede’s unifying principle.

         Bede was a capable translator; he authored compositions not just in Latin, but also in the vernacular, especially poems. He was known by a contemporary as ‘learned in our song’. All of these set examples for Alfred.

         It is remarkable how many writers, thinkers and scholastic churchmen were active during the period after Augustine’s arrival; monasteries as seats of learning were established in sizeable number across the whole of the British Isles. The fact that we can still name and read much of their output is extraordinary, without even contemplating all that must have been lost.

         During the course of the 7th century, there had been few signs to indicate the burgeoning to come of accomplishment in both scholarship and writing by the English. But by a century later, monasteries as seats of learning had 23been established all over England, becoming centres of Christian culture. This was to have an extraordinary impact on the whole of Western Europe. The rich agrarian economy of the country was able to support such monasteries, and these men of learning. Our separate island-bound status promoted a certain freedom of thought and divergence from orthodoxy. But it still took the emergence of remarkably gifted individuals like Augustine and Bede, to bring the potential to life.

         There was a third important inspiration to Alfred.

         º º º

         Ine, was a direct contemporary of Bede, and reigned as King of Wessex from c. 689 until 726. Like Alfred he survived on the Wessex throne for an impressive length of time. During his reign, Ine’s influence spread across all of the West Saxon territories, occasionally into Sussex, and even to London. The impact of his reign was significant. His kingdom was divided into areas we now know and recognise as Hampshire, Wiltshire, Devon, Dorset and Somerset. West Saxon coinage was issued, reflecting the fast growth in trade during this period, and the influx of gold and silver from Northern Europe. The important trading port of Hamwic (later called Southampton) with its excellent maritime access was established – the start of a strong potential rival to London. Ine espoused the principles of Christian kingship throughout his reign and built the first network of nunneries across Wessex. Most significantly, he had recorded in writing a comprehensive set of Anglo-Saxon legal codes, covering a wide range of topics from theft to marriage, to manslaughter, and ecclesiastical crimes. These codes were coordinated with the adjoining kingdom of Kent, to give the sense for the first time of a common Saxon set of legal principles. What made King Ine’s code remarkable was the language they used was the vernacular – either from the outset, or else has been argued, subsequently by translation. His code of laws potentially represents one of the oldest surviving texts in any dialect of Old English and pre-dates by several centuries, any substantive attempts in Europe to put legal codes into the common tongue. The lawbook that Alfred himself commissioned, appended a record of the laws of King Ine. Alfred was happy to incorporate lock, stock and barrel, Ine’s previous doctrines relating to property, theft, trial and so much more. Ine was also one of the earliest to refer to the groupings of Germanic people he ruled over, as ‘Englisc’, as a whole. Once again, a guide to Alfred.

         A mark of the uniqueness of Ine, is the manner of the end of his reign. No Shakespearian exit. No diseased death, no treacherous poisoning or bloody 24defeat on the battlefield. Instead in 726, he abdicated, handing the throne to younger men. In retirement he left these shores to travel, accompanied probably by his wife, ending up in Rome, the place on earth supposedly closest to heaven, and where, by all accounts they were thoroughly happy. How modern a sovereign Ine now seems to us. And how little known to the majority of us.

         º º º

         There was of course a fourth inspiration to Alfred, of a very different kind. More ominous giants had arrived in the form of the Viking raiders, which provided the threat of a barbaric murderous enemy. This did much to help unify the disparate and often fractious groupings of the Anglo-Saxon peoples.

         The newly flourishing world of learning, authorship and law making was suddenly thrown into chaos by the vicious attacks of this brutal foe from across the North Sea. The word ‘Viking’ literally meant raider. The ‘Anglo-Saxon Chronicles’ recorded the first such arrival, in a phlegmatic style, for 787, that can be identified as quintessentially English:

         
            ‘This year king Bertric took to wife Eadburga, king Offa’s daughter; and in his days first came three ships of Northmen, out of Hearethaland (Denmark). And then the reeve* rode to the place, and would have driven them to the king’s town, because he knew not who they were, and they there slew him. These were the first ships of Danishmen which sought the land of the English nation.’

(* steward of the shire)

         

         The subsequent attack on the Island of Lindisfarne in 793 was preceded by far more apocalyptic warnings in the ‘Chronicles’:

         
            ‘This year dire forewarnings came over the land of the Northumbrians, and miserably terrified the people; these were excessive whirlwinds, and lightnings; and fiery dragons were seen flying in the air. A great famine soon followed these tokens…’ 

         

         The sacking of Lindisfarne that ensued, with all its brutality and destruction of fine works, sent a wave of revulsion across Europe. The Vikings were not only willing to prey upon the weak and the helpless, but also to strike at the heart of Christian learning and knowledge. Widespread opprobrium meant nothing to them. Their terrifying intent was made plainer in the following 25year, by the sacking also on the east coast, of the Monkwearmouth-Jarrow Abbey and Iona Abbey on the west coast, for four successive times. First in 795, but again in 802, again in 806 and 825. The 806 raids involved the wholescale massacre of 68 monks in what came to be called Martyrs’ Bay. It must have been clear that not just the material wealth of the country was under attack, but the life, religion and culture as well. Men and women of peace and learning were being regularly butchered. It was the stuff of collective nightmares, which would haunt many for centuries to come.

         Of late, there has been a fashion to emphasise the trading and culturally more acceptable side of the Viking raiders once they became settlers, but there is no doubting their brutality and their contempt for the Christian religious way of life in their early visitations. The Vikings had an aptitude for cutting up their victims. An ancient, and possibly apocryphal, Viking ritual practised on defeated enemies was called the ‘blood eagle’. This entailed hacking through the ribs and yanking the lungs out of the chest, so they could be draped over the back like bloodied wings.

         After many decades of repeated brutal sea-born raiding, the pattern changed. The Viking strategy turned into something far more permanent. The raiders came to recognise that greater wealth could be created by possession of the land, rather than a policy of plunder. In 865, seventy-two years after the Lindisfarne massacre, the ‘Great Heathen Army’ arrived on these shores. The Vikings followed a policy of moving from fortified point to fortified point, subjugating people as they went, and using their bases as more permanent footholds to conduct raids deeper and deeper into the centre of the country. With the north, with the eastern half of Mercia, and all of East Anglia terrorised and vassalised, the ‘Great Heathen Army’ turned its attention to the rich and fertile lands of the West Saxons. Under the leadership of Guthrum, they set up bases across this part of the country, even as far south as Wareham in Dorset.

         This was the existential threat that Alfred faced in 871, when he became King. If no substantial parts of England remained under Anglo-Saxon control, Old Norse could have easily become our dominant language form. We would be conversing happily today with the inhabitants of Iceland, whose language is the closest survivor of Old Norse.

         This was the challenge that Alfred had to confront, and during the early years of his reign, his prospects did not bode well. The folklore is well known. As befits any defining moment in history, mythology is legion and becomes an essential part of our national storytelling. It is riddled with tales of flight across the marshes of Athelney, of disguise and of burnt cakes. These were 26desperate days; the Vikings both outwitted, and outmuscled him. Half victories were followed by bigger defeats. Wessex was under threat and could have succumbed. This book could have easily ended around here.

         But as we heard earlier, the triumph at Edington altered all that, and the story continues.

         º º º

         After Edington, Alfred remained King for a further twenty-one years, much of the enduring value of the achievements of his reign can be attributed to his longevity as monarch, providing as it did, stability in a very tumultuous period. His long survival on the throne was unusual for the violent life of that period. His three elder brothers, all Kings of Wessex before him, held the throne for only around fifteen years combined, so only a half of Alfred’s sole tenure. Alfred was the youngest brother, and therefore as he grew up, not necessarily believing that the throne would ever be his. The odds were against, which must have affected both his upbringing and his outlook. He was trained as much as a thinker, writer and man of faith, as he was as a warrior. Often in our narrative, you will find that the most influential figures were either outsiders to our core society, or else succeeded to prominence against the odds.

         Alfred was to be our first scholar King, a unifier, dedicated to his nation and his people, and the shaper of our legal, linguistic, administrative and educational system. He busied himself applying the religious principles of Augustine, the scholastic and unifying principles of Bede, and the legal principles of Ine. His long survival on the throne made it possible for these reforms to take hold. Alfred was able to play the Viking threat to his advantage. A real and present danger can make change achievable that would otherwise be met with resistance.

         The structure of England prior to the Viking invasions has been described as the ‘heptarchy’ – a division into seven kingdoms. It might suggest inaccurately a very ordered division of rule, rather than the layered hierarchy with smaller kingdoms subsumed within larger. A document known as the ‘Tribal Hidage’ from around the 8th century gives a glimpse of the complexities. Thirty-five different groups are listed, specifying their relative scale in terms of their number of hides, which was the measure of land needed to support one family. The Mercians and the East Angles are noted as having 30,000 hides each. Kent 15,000. The South Saxons and the East Saxons 7,000 each. The West Saxons had a much larger 100,000, but this probably included other subsidiary groups. Certain hidages were as low as 300, for example the 27Gillingas, from whose name is derived Ealing. So you get a picture that is very fragmented, with very differing scales of power and influence.

         One of the first defining characteristics of Alfred’s reign was one of collaboration and integration. The pressure of the Viking invasions made survival impossible while such a cellular structure of rule persisted. Alfred married into the Mercian royal family, and his daughter married the Mercian Lord. This formed the basis of a central alliance of the two major tribal groupings that were still largely out of Viking control. The Battle of Edington and subsequent campaigns were won by his realisation that the defeat of the Vikings could only be achieved by drawing together Saxon forces under a single command. Strength came from unity, and the recognition of Alfred as initially Rex Saxonum, and then subsequently Rex Anglo Saxonum was a visible expression of that unity.

         The second defining characteristic of his reign was one of scholarship. Previous kings had been judged solely by their military prowess. They would usually be illiterate; reading was a capability readily delegated by Kings to their churchmen or scribes to take care of. Mightiness with the sword and bravery on the battlefield were requirements of sovereignty. By contrast, Alfred, while still an accomplished warrior, made literacy and learning paramount goals in their own right. He introduced the great religious and philosophical texts of the time to his court and his people.

         Alfred existed in a world shaped by the legacy of Bede, St Augustine, Aldhelm, St Cuthbert and all the monastic thinkers and writers. Why did Alfred become the first in the long line of Wessex and Saxons kings to take this very scholarly approach as central to his reign? Asser tells us of him travelling at an early age to Rome with his father, to meet with Pope Leo IV, and the trip providing him with an early exposure to the world of letters and theology. There is also the story of him winning in a contest, as the prize, a book of Saxon poetry. Alfred set about learning poems by heart; he gained a lifelong affection for the literary artistic form. Many of his contemporaries could have had similar experiences but without the same consequences. My own belief is that he was helpfully shaped by being the fourth and youngest son of his father, Aethelwulf.

         It is because of Alfred’s passion for the written word that we have unparalleled records of these times. Asser started his detailed history of Alfred’s life and reign, and it survives to this day. Prompted by the example of Bede’s own Ecclesiastical History, the ‘Anglo-Saxon Chronicles’ began to be written. These chronicles recorded the narrative of the Anglo-Saxon era until after the Norman conquest. The final edition of the ‘Chronicles’ petered 28out in Peterborough Abbey, in 1154, when a Norman-sounding abbot was installed and such Anglo-Saxon ‘propaganda’ ceased. The chronicles are a unique contemporary record of the era; they are unmatched in any other European country. Undoubtedly, they betray an editorial slant; among many other things, they were designed to validate the Anglo-Saxon succession and legitimacy. But they still represent a remarkable framework to help understand these times, and a loud advertisement for how this new nation intended to be based on the written word.

         By contrast in Danelaw, in the northeastern half of the country, no charters survive from the pre-Scandinavian era. Written texts did not have the same importance in Viking culture; they were not kept, if indeed they were written in the first place.

         The third defining characteristic of Alfred’s reign was the impulse to determine language, especially the written vernacular language. To make the great texts accessible, both to the reader and also the illiterate listener, Alfred knew that they needed to be translated from Latin, Greek or Hebrew into something more broadly intelligible. What Ine seems to have decided for our legal codes, Alfred decided for our religious, scholastic and poetic works.
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