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            FURTHER PRAISE FOR JAMES HAWES

            ‘Engaging… I suspect I shall remember it for a lifetime’

            The Oldie on The Shortest History of Germany

            ‘Here is Germany as you’ve never known it: a bold thesis; an authoritative sweep and an exhilarating read. Agree or disagree, this is a must for anyone interested in how Germany has come to be the way it is today.’

            Professor Karen Leeder, University of Oxford

            ‘The Shortest History of Germany, a new, must-read book by the writer James Hawes, [recounts] how the so-called limes separating Roman Germany from non-Roman Germany has remained a formative distinction throughout the post-ancient history of the German people.’

            Economist.com

            ‘A daring attempt to remedy the ignorance of the centuries in little over 200 pages… not just an entertaining canter past the most prominent landmarks in German history – also a serious, well-researched and radical rethinking of the continuities in German political life.’

            Nicholas Boyle, Schröder Professor of German, Cambridge University

            ‘Fascinating … as an introduction to the most important country in Europe today, this is a great read, and an ideal primer’

            Tribune on The Shortest History of Germany

            ‘Yes, the Nazis are here, but so too is a history stretching from the Germanic tribes who took on the Roman Empire, right up to Chancellor Angela Merkel… Comprehensive, vivid, and entertaining… if you want to understand a country on which much of the free world is now pinning its hopes, you could do worse than start here.’

            Irish Examiner

            ‘Absolutely brilliant … Hawes sets about tearing up the Prague picture postcard-image of Kafka with tremendous, crowd-pleasing vigour’

            Ian Sansom, Guardian, on Excavating Kafka

            ‘performed with wit and finesse … his book is full of enlightening surprises … [Hawes] is an admirable guide, leading us through this tangled intellectual copse.’

            The Times on Englanders and Hunsii
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            ‘The English have lost their sense of themselves as an ancient shared culture… In English schools, history is taught in a strangely episodic manner – Roman, Tudors, Second World War – so students have no continuous historical narrative… The English don’t even know their country geographically. Most southerners have little interest in what goes on up north, and most northerners wouldn’t be able to find Guildford on a map.’

            Louis de Bernières 
Financial Times, 29 Jan 2020x
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        Foreword
      

         

         In 1944, on her way to school in Cricklewood, my mother heard a V-1 cut out above her. She threw herself flat on the pavement. Some twitch in the Nazi gyroscope decided that glass and rubble would rain down all around her, but that she would live to tell the tale.

         My sons have heard it from her. So with luck, in 2094, one or other of them will be able to tell his grandchildren that he knows what it felt like to dodge a V-1 in London in 1944, because their great-great-grandmother told him.

         A century and a half, hurdled by a family story. Try it with your own. Seven long generations like that – a short queue at the check-in to eternity, the old and the young holding hands – and we are back at the Battle of Hastings.

         Our past whispers in our ears, whether we hear it or not, and makes us what we are. And given the state of England today, we’d better get to know ourselves a bit better. So where to begin? Well, we know almost to the hour when England emerged from archaeology, and entered history.

         At dawn on the 27th August, 55BC – about fifteen long generations ago – a fleet appeared out of the night off Ebbsfleet in Kent, bearing none other than Julius Caesar.xii
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         England before the English

         By 55bc, Rome had vaguely known for many years of a mysterious land beyond Europe inhabited by people the Greeks called the Pretaniki or Bretaniki. It was famous mainly as a source of tin, the vital metal that could transmute copper into brass or bronze. The Phoenician merchants who dominated this lucrative trade kept their business secrets to themselves, so when Caesar invaded from newly-conquered Gaul, he knew that the Britons had dealings with the Gauls, that tin could be found there, and that the nearest part of the island was called Kantion, but that was about it.

         
            Having called to him the merchants from all parts, Caesar could learn neither the size of the island, nor what or how numerous were the nations which inhabited it, nor what system of war they followed, nor what customs they used.

            Julius Caesar, The Gallic War

         

         Caesar’s fleet crossed the Channel in a single night, but could find no decent anchorage; his attempted landing at Ebbsfleet was met with a reception so ferocious that it never got off the beach. He tried again the following year. This time he made it as far as the Thames Valley, which was enough for him to learn that the Britannici were not a single people at all.

         Inland, there was an old-established population, whereas the maritime portion (i.e. the south-eastern coastal region) had recently been settled by raiders from the country of the Belgae. Indeed, a Belgic leader had recently claimed some kind of overlordship in Britannia. Modern archaeologists agree that there was a distinctive Aylesford-Swarling/Atrebatic 4culture in the South-East at this time, closely linked to the Belgic Gauls.

         
            
[image: ]The South-East is already different in 54bc: Belgic cross-Channel culture in Caesar’s day

            

         

         Caesar and his army didn’t stick around, but the elite of Britannia were suitably awed. Some thirty years later, the Greek writer Strabo described Britannia as virtually a Roman property, whose chieftains came to dedicate offerings in the Capitol. By 43ad, Emperor Claudius decided that it had developed enough to be worth invading and taxing properly.

         Claudius really only cared about the tribes already advanced enough to be making and using coins. The limit of their territory is no coincidence. It is also the line of the Jurassic Divide, where young sandstones, clays and chalks give way to older shales and igneous rocks.5
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         By 100ad, the South-East was a peaceful, prosperous colony. Its people, wrote the historian Tacitus, were obviously related to the Gauls. Beyond, to the north, were people clearly Germanic in origin, while those in the west were like the Iberians. It now occurred to the Romans – as it occurred to almost every later ruler of the South-East – that, since they controlled the richest part of the island, they should also rule those other peoples.6

         They failed. In what is today known as Scotland, resistance was so tough that the Romans fell back and built Hadrian’s Wall, which still entrances walkers. What we now call Wales and the north of England were only ever ruled and taxed at spear-point. Roman civilisation in Britannia was effectively limited to what is today southern England. The only other truly Romanised areas were along the great roads which led to the northern bastion of York and connected the vital garrisons at Caerleon and Chester (the line of this road is still basically the western border of England). Thus the Romans, having found south-eastern Britannia already different, made it far more so.
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            It was in the fruitful plains of the South-East that the Latinized Britons were concentrated, in a peaceful and civilian land, where the site of a cohort on the march was a rarity, where Roman cities and villas were plentiful and Roman civilisation powerful in its attraction.

            Trevelyan

         

         7The Channel didn’t cut Britannia off from the rest of the Empire, but was the vital link. Britain was within sight of Gaul (Tacitus) across a very narrow strait of the sea (Ammianus) which could be crossed in about eight hours (Strabo). When the Rhineland was starving in 359ad, the future Emperor Julian didn’t even attempt to convoy grain by land from neighbouring Gaul. Instead he built 800 ships, sent them to Britannia, and the voyage being short, he abundantly supplied the people (Zosimus).

         Towards the end of the third century ad, this sea-road came under threat from people whose descendants would one day call themselves the English.

         Enter the Saxons

         In 286ad, writes Eutropius, Franci et Saxones infested the Channel. This is the first written mention of the Saxons. A successful general called Marcus Aurelius Carausius was sent out to deal with them. However, Carausius soon declared himself Emperor and built a short-lived cross-Channel realm with support from the very Franks and Saxons he’d been despatched to defeat. It’s distinctly possible that the Roman fortifications which still stand along the south-eastern coast date from his reign.
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         In 367ad, the Saxons took part, along with the Picts, the Scots and the Franks, in the great barbarian conspiracy which threatened the complete destruction of Roman Britain. Imperial rule was briefly restored, but in 383-4ad, the Roman armies left Britannia to fight other Romans. The last great Roman general, Stilicho, brought the legions back to Britannia and restored a kind of order in 399ad.8

         Documentary evidence from this time is very scanty, but we have one fascinating piece: the Notitia Dignitatum, a list of the Empire’s military/customs commands. One such command is the fortified shore of south-eastern Britannia, held by the comes litoris Saxonici – the Count of the Saxon Shore. This is the only mention of the Saxon Shore. Nobody is sure what it means, because the Notitia exists only as far later copies, and the Latin is degenerate. But all the other commands in the Notitia are named after the local populations, not the potential enemies, which strongly suggests that as early as 400ad, the Channel coast was actually settled by Saxon auxiliary troops and their families, serving Rome. Archaeology has evidence to back this idea up.

         
            
[image: ]The first known English three-dimensional figure, from Spong in East Anglia. Archaeologists are in no doubt that it is Germanic; it comes from a cemetery whose ‘earliest burial dates from around AD 400–420’

            

         

         This early presence may explain why the other people of Britain called – and still call – all Englishmen Saxons (sassenach, saesneg), though the Saxons were soon followed by other tribes. But what should we call them? The name Anglo-Saxon was not invented for another 450 years or so (under Alfred the Great) and the land only started being called Englalonde in the early 10th century. The tribes who would one day call themselves the English would be accurate, but cumbersome. So we’ll just use the English as shorthand for all Germanic settlers, though it’s unhistorical. In any case, what really matters is why they came.9

         Invasion or Invitation?

         The Roman legions finally left Britain in 407ad, to fight in endless civil wars. The southern Britons now found themselves taxed yet undefended, so they felt the necessity of revolting from the empire, and living no longer under the Roman laws (Zosimus). Our only real source for what happened next is The Ruin of Britain (c.540 ad) by the Romano-British monk Gildas. He records, in Latin, his people regretting their rash break with the Empire and making a famous last plea for Roman help, known as The Groans of the Britons, in around 450ad:

         
            The barbarians drive us to the sea, the sea drives us to the barbarians, between these two means of death we are either killed or drowned.

         

         But these barbarians weren’t Saxons. Gildas doesn’t mention Germanic tribes at all in these years. The deadly enemies of civilisation in Britain were two foreign nations, the Scots from the north-west [i.e. the Irish], and the Picts from the north, who came in coracles. And since Rome could no longer help, the Romano-British turned to another European people.

         
            ad 443 This year sent the Britons to Rome & bade them assistance against the Picts, but they gave them none, for that they fought with Attila, King of the Huns, & then sent they to the English & English-kin nobles

            Anglo-Saxon Chronicle1 [author’s emphasis]

         

         10The English didn’t invade. They were invited from Europe to save Romano-British civilisation from home-grown barbarians. In return they were offered land in the richest part of the island.

         
            ad 449 King Vortigern gave them land in the South-East of this land withal that they should fight with the Picts. They then fought with the Picts & had victory wheresoever they came.

            Chronicle
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         Soon, though, the English broke out of their agreed enclave. There was nothing special about this. All over 5th-century post-Roman Western Europe, the Germanic warriors who had largely staffed the Late Roman army were on the move in the Migrations of the Peoples. Something unique, though, did take place in south-eastern Britannia.

         The Founding Uniqueness

         Everywhere else in Europe, the Germanic invaders came, they saw, they conquered – and then they assimilated. In England, 11and only in England, they entirely replaced the culture they found. This is England’s founding uniqueness. It explains why the modern English find their immediate neighbour-language, Welsh, utterly strange, yet can still almost understand German swearing from around 850ad: hundes ars in tino naso, meaning (of course) hound’s arse in thine nose.

         So why did the Germanic migrants only stay Germanic in England? Partly, it was because Britannia had already declined and fallen into a land run by local warlords whom Gildas calls tyrants. All the incoming English found were ruins – and seeing nothing worth adopting, they stuck to their own culture. They could do so because of the other vital difference: the sea.

         The Channel didn’t protect Britannia: it made total conquest possible. Elsewhere in Europe, the Germanic conquerors were all-male war-bands. An entire tribe – old people, nursing mothers, small children and all – couldn’t survive long overland journeys through hostile territory. The English, though, could ship whole clans across to the Saxon Shore in a day or two, landing at well-built, long-familiar Roman ports.
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            When news of their success and the fertility of the country, and the cowardice of the Britons, reached their own home… swarms of the aforesaid nations came over into the island

            Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum (c.731ad)

         

         Everywhere else, the single male Germanic warriors intermarried with local women, so the Latinate languages – and Christianity – survived. The English brought their own womenfolk with them, so they stayed English pagans.

         The Curious Case of the Disappearing Language

         
            [image: ]

         

         The English conquest was so complete that nothing remains of the Romano-British language in modern England except dreamlike fragments like the yan-tan-tethera way of counting sheep in the north of England (one-two-three in Celtic) or hickory-dickory-dock (eight-nine-ten).

         The Victorians, familiar with the notion of ruthless, racial colonisation, had no doubt what this meant:13

         
            Those who fought against our forefathers were killed and those who submitted were made slaves… Now you will perhaps say that our forefathers were cruel and wicked men… But anyway it has turned out much better in the end.

            Old English History for Children, Edward Freeman, 1869

         

         Yet modern science shows that most of modern English people’s DNA comes from the Romano-British.

         
            The majority of eastern, central and southern England is made up of a single, relatively homogeneous, genetic group [i.e. the Romano-Britons] with a significant DNA contribution from Anglo-Saxon migrations (10-40% of total ancestry). This settles a historical controversy in showing that the Anglo-Saxons intermarried with, rather than replaced, the existing populations

            ‘The Fine-Scale Genetic Structure of the British Population’,

            Nature 2015.

         

         In England, then, the Romano-Britons survived, but switched languages, just as the vast majority of people later did in Wales, Scotland and Ireland.
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         The Wessex Deal

         Gildas tells of successful native resistance led by a Romano-Briton called Ambrosius Aurelianus, whom later writers have tried to identify as King Arthur. Be that as it may, archaeology and common sense suggest that as the English advanced from the South-East, they met serious opposition. After all, the Britons, whom the early English called waelisce or waehla (from a Germanic word meaning Romanised ones, also seen in Walloon and Wallachia) still hold out in the far west to this day, language and all, as the Welsh.

         
            
[image: ]Kenneth Hurlstone Jackson’s Map of River-Names. 

Area I was conquered by c.500, and thoroughly Anglicised. Area 2 was conquered by c.600; here, many rivers still have Celtic names, suggesting an abiding presence. Conquest of Area 3 wasn’t complete until c.700; even small rivers still have pre-English names, suggesting that the population changed little. Area 4 resisted into modern times (Cornwall) or still does (Wales).

            

         

         It seems that in Area 2, the Romano-British elite cut deals. Several names in the royal Wessex genealogy sound distinctly Celtic: Cerdic, Caedwalla, Cenwahl. The men of Wessex 15defeated what sound like Gaelic warlords at Dryham, near Bath, in 577ad, but the Venerable Bede makes a curious point about the victor: ‘Caelin, King of the West Saxons, was known in the speech of his own people as Ceaulin’. This suggests that early ‘English’ Wessex was bi-lingual even at the very top. And indeed, the laws of King Ine of Wessex (c.700ad) show beyond doubt that he ruled two cultures: the waelisce were generally second-class citizens, but they were protected by law. Some owned hundreds of acres (only 5–10% of the English themselves actually owned any land) and were deemed second in ‘blood-price’ only to thegns of the royal household itself. Most strikingly of all, Ine commanded the cyninges horswealh, which translates neatly as The King’s Welsh Horse. At Lady Mary Church in Wareham, five memorials to what must have been important people, inscribed with lettering clearly Celtic in origin, date from as much as 250 years after the birth of English Wessex.

         The Romano-British of lowland Britannia were neither killed nor driven out. Instead, led by their elites, they adopted Englishness – and eventually the language – from the top down. Almost from the start, English identity wasn’t a racial fate, but a political choice – a hard choice, no doubt, but a choice.2

         After 600ad, that choice became far less drastic for the conquered natives, because Englishness itself was being dragged fast out of the pagan, Germanic world. Rome was back.

         Bibles and Book-Law

         Every English cleric since Bede has loved the tale of how, around 590ad, Pope Gregory saw some boys at a Roman slave market. 16On being told they were Angles, he joked: Well named, for they have angelic faces. An Italian Bishop, Augustine, was accordingly dispatched to convert them. The mission was enabled by the Franks, who had already been Christian for a century. Their king’s daughter, Bertha, had recently married Ethelbert of Kent. At first he refused to convert, but he did allow Bertha to make over a Roman mausoleum in Canterbury for Augustine as the first English-speaking church. 

         By 601ad Ethelbert had given in to Augustine, or the Franks, or his wife, and converted. He now set down the laws of his lands in writing. They stress the privileged position of the Church in society, and lay down in great detail the fines for various acts of rape and violence (12 shillings for cutting off an ear; 50 shillings for knocking out an eye; 12 shillings for having sex with a nobleman’s maid – but only 6 shillings if she is a commoner’s maid). Here is civilisation coming in at ground zero.

         These laws were written in English. This was unique: all the continental Germanic nations wrote down their laws in the prestige-language, Latin. In England, almost nobody spoke Latin anymore, so the everyday language was, from the dawn of literacy, given the awesome privilege of being written down. Until the Norman Conquest, the English, alone in Western Europe, were ruled in their own tongue.

         Ethelbert was Bretwalda (paramount king) in England, so his example was instrumental. The next Bretwalda, Readwald of East Anglia, stayed pagan but allowed a Christian shrine in his pantheon. He’s widely assumed to be the man buried in the magnificent ship-tomb at Sutton Hoo, where the priceless treasures mix local pagan work with imported Christian and prestige goods.17

         Onward, Christian Soldiers

         The Church went to work extirpating English paganism, and by 655ad the last pagan English king, Penda of Mercia, was dead. Now, the question was which brand of Christianity would win. The Celts and some of the northern English wanted to stay independent of Rome, and stick to their own customs. Most English bishops wanted to line up with the Continent. At the Synod of Whitby in 663/4 Bishop Wilfred triumphed by posing the question: Who holds the keys to heaven? No one could deny that it was St Peter, patron of Rome.

         Their bridgehead secured, Rome’s multinational Christian soldiers flooded in, led by a Greek, Theodore of Tarsus, and an African, Adrian of Canterbury. They showed how the most deeply-held beliefs of common people can be changed by a determined new elite. Within a single generation, the English abandoned their ancient custom of burying the dead with grave-goods for the afterlife.

         
            The practice of furnished burials came to an abrupt end in the ad 670s-680s. The disappearance of these rites coincided exactly with Theodore of Tarsus’s period as primate… a far more radical shift in burial practice among the general population than previously considered possible.

            Current Archaeology, 6 Nov 2013

         

         Fresh from victory over their own pagans and Celtic heretics, English Christians saw themselves as the heroic shock-troops of the Papacy. The oldest surviving Latin Bible of all is the stupendous Codex Amiatinus, a gift to the Pope from Bede’s teacher, Coelfrid (642-716); the monks of Jarrow bought two thousand cattle just to make the vellum for it. St Boniface (c.675-754) led a counter-invasion of the old English homelands in 18Germany: still able to talk to the Germans without a translator, he made good progress before winning martyrdom. Alcuin of York became the most trusted political advisor to Charlemagne. Astonishingly, their personal correspondence survives, showing how the English churchman advised the great Frankish king during his restoration of the Roman Empire in 800ad.

         The Great Divide

         By the end of the 8th century, the English had reached the limits of their expansion in Britain. In the North, the powerful kingdom of Northumberland was defeated by the Picts at Nechtansmere (c.685ad). In the west, the Mercians under King Offa made a great effort to finally conquer the waelas in 778-84ad. They failed, so they built a colossal dyke to deter cattle-raids and mark the border, patrolling it with mobile guards.

         
            Offa’s Dyke is the largest, most impressive, and most complete purpose-built early medieval monument in Western Europe Dept. of Culture, Media and Sport, UNESCO application

         

         Two centuries before the Conquest, the borders between the English and their neighbours were basically the same as they are today. And already people had noticed a North-South divide within the English themselves. Bede, writing in about 731ad, mentions the Humber nine times, every time as a variation on the idea that the Humber estuary divides the Southern Saxons from the Northern.

         Where exactly Bede placed the North-South line further west is impossible to say – not least because modern Lancashire, Cheshire, Shropshire and even Herefordshire were still disputed by the Welsh. Over time, though, the Trent became fixed in people’s minds as a semi-border within the English.19

         
            [image: ]

         

         
            The traditional symbolic dividing line between North and South was the river Trent… a noticeable northern consciousness can be traced back as early as Bede

            Andrea Ruddick

         

         The Church officially recognised this divide in Bede’s lifetime: in 733ad its lasting, two-headed York-Canterbury structure was settled. So did lawyers: in a charter of 736ad, Aethelbald of the Mercians is king of all the provinces which are generally called by the name of the South English [sutangli].

         The Jurassic Divide, which had defined pre-Roman and Roman Britannia, also shaped the English conquest. And 20before long, this cultural divide within England was massively reinforced.

         The South Alone Survives

         The Vikings pillaged as far south as Pisa, so there was nothing special about their raids on Southampton (840ad) or London (842ad). In 865ad, however, English history again took a unique turn. A huge Viking force smashed into Northumbria and East Anglia – then carved up the land for settlement. England wasn’t being raided; it was being colonised. After his defeat at Chippenham (6 January 878), the one surviving English king, Alfred of Wessex, was reduced to a fugitive.

         
            Never before has such terror appeared in Britain as we have now suffered from a pagan race, nor was it thought that such an inroad from the sea could be made.

            Alcuin, 793ad

         

         
            [image: ]

         

         21Somehow, Alfred’s Wessex had a unique resilience, perhaps because it had been born as an almost equal, law-based fusion of invading English and resident Romano-British elites. The memories of rural people easily span a mere couple of centuries.3 It may be that Alfred of the Cerdicingas (as the Wessex royal family styled itself) was able to call, at the vital moment, on older, deeper loyalties than other English kings.

         At any rate, Alfred was able to regroup, rally the shires, and defeat the Danes at the Battle of Eddington (878). Their leader, Guthrum, accepted baptism and agreed to the Treaty of Wedmore, then Alfred and Guthrum’s Peace (878-880).
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         22

         Importing Unity

         Alfred now wanted to unite the English – Saxons, Angles and all. In his youth, he had twice visited the court of the Carolingian Franks at Aachen. There, the great medieval deal of Church-State rule established by Charlemagne (with advice from Alcuin) was firmly established. Alfred imported it.

         
            [image: ]

         

         In Alfred’s modernised England, as in Francia, kings could only become kings with the approval of the Church, ritually bestowed at the coronation. In politics, too, Frankish practices were aped. The result was a new kind of higher, imperial aristocracy.

         
            the collective oath of loyalty sworn to the king… looks straight back to Carolingian legislation

            Chris Wickham

         

         One thing Alfred didn’t import was rule through Latin. He couldn’t. There weren’t enough people left (he wrote) on either side of the Humber who could read it. But the unique tradition of ruling through English laws meant there were still people who could read English.

         
            I remembered how the knowledge of Latin had decayed throughout England, and yet many could read English.

            Letter from Alfred to the Bishop of Worcester

         

         23It’s assumed that the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle was born under Alfred’s orders. His drive to unite all the English, in a time of dire necessity, meant that England kept its unique feature: the law and history stayed in the language of the common people.

         Alfred also had his eye on the Danes in England. This helps explain a mystery at the birth of English literature. Why is Beowulf, the great national epic of Anglo-Saxon England, set in Scandinavia? The answer is that Beowulf was the perfect story for Alfred’s new politics. A pagan, heroic tale set in Scandinavia, with Scandinavian heroes, but written down and recited in English, showcased the idea that there was a grand old Anglo-Scandinavian heritage common to all, in which society’s vital glue was the personal loyalty of the elite to the king.

         Alfred’s Wessex-Frankish politics worked. In 886 he re-took London from the Danes, and took a brand-new title for himself: Rex Anglorum Saxonum or Rex Angul-Saxonum. A few coins even proclaim him simply Rex Anglo. (King of the English). He created the first royal navy, three times going to sea himself in ships built to his own design full nigh twice as long as the others [i.e. the Viking ships]… neither shaped like Frisian ships nor Danish, but as he himself thought best that they need-worthily be made. (Chronicle)

         By his death in 899, Alfred had built an English-speaking version of the most modern political culture in Europe and was cyning ofer eall Ongelcyn butan ðæm dæle þe under Dena onwalde wæs (king over all Anglekin but the deal [part] that was ruled by the Danes). Even so, that was a great deal. The North-South divide of Bede’s day had been massively reinforced by Viking settlement and rule, with the cultural North now reaching almost as far south as the Thames Valley, and East Anglia definitely part of it. English place-names still trace the political boundary at the time of Alfred’s death.24
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         United England, Subservient Britain?

         Under Alfred’s successors, the Wessex dynasty finally united England. His son and daughter, Edward the Elder andAthelflæd, the Lady of the Mercians, re-took East Anglia and the Five Boroughs (in the Midlands). As part of their campaign to unite England, the Trent was finally bridged in 920ad. In 927, Edward’s son Athelstan occupied Northumberland. For the first time, all the English – and the Danes – on the island of Britain were ruled by a single king.

         
            Athelstan, the great conqueror who had secured this happy result, was commemorated as the founder of something glorious and new: the united kingdom of what, in the native language of those who lived in it, was coming to be known as ‘Englalonde’

            Tom Holland

         

         Modern England was born. And immediately, the central conundrum of English and British history, down to our own day, arose. 25

         
            [image: ]

         

         A politically united England was clearly the dominant power on the island. So surely, the ruler of England should run the whole place? In 937ad, Athelstan made good his claim in a battle so great that it was still remembered by the English 200 years later: at Brunaburgh, he defeated Constantin, King of Scotland, Owain, King of Strathclyde, and the Viking warlord of Dublin, Olaf Guthfrithsson (whose family had recently ruled York). The Chronicle broke into heroic poetry, depicting the battle as the bloody culmination of all English history, while Athelstan’s coins proclaimed him King of all Britain. Four of his half-sisters married into continental royal families. At his death in 939, Englalonde was a major player in Europe, and claimed to rule all the island of Britain.
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         Benedictine Spin

         Yet no sooner was Athelstan dead, than the Vikings re-took York, then Northumberland, then the Five Boroughs. After another 15 years of war, England was re-divided once again between the brother-kings Eadwig (South) and Edgar (North), until Eadwig died in 959ad. Edgar had to buy peace by handing over the northernmost English kingdom, Lothian, to the Scots. It was never retaken.26

         Edgar cemented his rule with another Frankish import: Benedictine monks, who were re-disciplining the Church and making it the irreplaceable helpmeet of kings. In 973, at Bath, Archbishop Dunstan masterminded the re-crowning ceremony which still forms the basis of the Coronation ritual. Soon afterwards – according to his new Benedictine scribes – the kings of Wales and Scotland did Edgar homage at Chester.

         In truth Edgar didn’t even rule all England. His laws explicitly apply only to the English. Among the Danes, things were to be done according to as good laws as they can best decide on. A great chunk of England – the Danelaw – was still run by people with their own language, their own laws, and their own loyalties. This was to prove fatal: within a generation of Edgar’s death in 975ad, England would be a colony of Denmark.

         The Decline and Fall of Anglo-Saxon England

         Edgar left two underage sons by different women. He also left powerful men affronted by the wealth and power he’d transferred to the Benedictines. It was a formula for trouble.

         The older boy, Edward, was crowned, but in 978 he unwisely visited his step-mother Aelfryth at Corfe, and was killed by her men before he’d even dismounted. In his place Aelfryth’s own son by Edgar, Aethelred the Unready (‘badly advised’, a pun on his name, which meant ‘nobly advised’) took the throne, under her regency.

         With English politics a bloodthirsty mess, the Vikings scented a new opening. After probing raids met with a feeble response, mass attacks followed. The Old English poem The Battle of Maldon (991) tells how an English commander and his officers actually behaved as if they were in Beowulf, challenging the Vikings head-on and fighting to the death rather than betray their lord.27

         Yet Maldon was celebrated by the English bards because it was the great exception. Much of the North and East felt more kinship with the Vikings than with the Wessex dynasty. This made an effective national resistance impossible. Instead, the Vikings were paid danegelds to go away. Unsurprisingly, they came back for more. Appeasement corrupted English society because Aethelred used his favourites as tax-gatherers, and they took their own cut: no more danegelds, no more cut. Small wonder the Chronicle for these years repeatedly laments that plans to confront the Danes were undone by treachery.

         Aethelred did make one bold strategic move, and it set wheels in motion that would decide the fate of English England. The Danish raiders often used ports belonging to Duke Richard of Normandy, whose own Viking ancestors had settled there only 90 years before. To bring the Normans onside, Aethelred married Richard’s sister, Emma of Normandy, in 1002.

         His Norman alliance secured, Aethelred tried to solve England’s Danish problem. In November 1002, he ordered the massacre of all the Danish men who were among the English race.4 It backfired spectacularly because one of the dead was the sister of Sweyn, King of Denmark. Raiding England now became official Danish state policy, and the cost of the danegelds spiralled.
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         28When Sweyn attacked in person in 1013, the Danelaw showed its true colours. Tellingly, the settled Danish population of England was still known to the Chronicle’s authors simply as the army:

         
            Earl Uchtred and all Northumbria quickly bowed to him, as did all the people of Lindsey and then the people of the Five Boroughs and soon all of the army

            Chronicle

         

         Aethelred, Emma and their sons fled to her brother’s lands. England’s royal family were now exiles in Normandy.

         
            [image: ]

         

         ‘This World is in Haste and it Neareth the End’

         So said Bishop Wulfstan in 1014 in his great Sermon of the Wolf. And indeed, English England was entering its end-time. When Sweyn died in 1014, the Danelaw naturally declared for his son, Cnut. In the South, the English witanagemot (moot of the wise men), sent word to Aethelred in Normandy that they’d have him back – but only if he agreed to rule rightlier than he ere did.

         This is a vital moment. The witanagemot didn’t dispute 29Aethelred’s dynastic right, but they insisted he had to rule rightly. This would be cited centuries later as proof that the king of England had always been chosen by parliament, under conditions. Aethelred agreed, returned across the Channel with Emma, and was restored (though only in the South, of course).

         England was now the battleground for rival Vikings, as Aethelred invited King Olaf of Norway to help oust Cnut. According to the Norwegian Heimskringla saga, Olaf’s men wound their anchor-ropes around the piles of London Bridge and sent it falling down. Cnut fled to Denmark, and England had an English king again. Unfortunately, it was still Aethelred. He was soon back to his old ways, with his henchmen killing off rival nobles.

         In 1016, Cnut mounted a new invasion and Aethelred died at last. Now, the loyally English South was ravaged by Cnut while the pro-Danish North was ravaged by Edmund Ironside, son of Aethelred. After several indecisive battles, Cnut and Edmund agreed to divide England between them.

         The North-South line was the natural one: Edmund got Wessex (including London) and Cnut got the Northern parts. When Edmund died later that year, Cnut inherited all England, which now became the centre of his Scandinavian empire.

         Cnut Danifies England

         Cnut wanted to legitimise his rule; Emma of Normandy (Athelred’s widow) wanted her throne back; so they married. As part of the deal, Emma’s sons were sent back across the Channel, to be guarded once more by her brother, Duke Richard.

         
            From the moment of Emma’s marriage to Cnut, Normandy became a chief factor in English politics

            J.R. Green

         

         30Meanwhile, Cnut ruthlessly purged the high English aristocracy. Several were beheaded, their bodies publicly cast over the walls of London. The rest were replaced with Danish or Norwegian earls.
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         This Danish conqueror was the first king to officially call his realm England. He promised to abide by Edgar’s laws, but unlike Edgar, who had admitted that only the English were bound by them, Cnut declared that they applied ofer eall Englaland – to the English and the Danes alike. This implied that you became rightful king of Englaland not by blood or force, but by sticking to established law: that the law made the king, not the other way around.

         At first, Cnut ruled through Danish earls like Siward (immortalised by Shakespeare as the slayer of Macbeth). But within 20 years one Englishman had convinced the Danish king of his loyalty. Created Earl Godwin of Wessex, he was even married into Cnut’s extended family. His half-Danish son and heir was named, in the Scandinavian manner, Harold Godwinson.31
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         As in Athelstan’s day, the unity of England lasted only so long as the mighty king. At Cnut’s death (1035), Harthacnut (his son by Emma) was backed by Earl Godwin and all the most senior men in Wessex, while most of the thegns north of the Thames backed Harold Harefoot (his son by his first English wife, Aelgilfu). Emma’s two sons by Aethelred, Edward and Alfred, lurked safely in their refuge in Normandy.32

         
             

         

         When Harthacnut died in a drinking bout at Lambeth in 1042, Edward ‘the Confessor’ took the throne without a fight. After 26 years of rule by Danes, England had a (half-)English king again.

         England’s First French-Speaking King

         Edward had spent almost his whole life across the Channel under the protection of his mother’s relations. He was steeped in Norman culture, and his first language was French.

         The king’s childlessness was at once his weakness and his only strength, used to play off hopeful parties against each other. First he headed off Danish invasion by promising that if he died without an heir, the king of Denmark would inherit England. He then swiftly married Earl Godwin’s daughter (even though Godwin had killed his younger brother, Alfred) to shore up his power in the South. Next, he moved to balance his new in-laws by inviting his own mother’s people over. The Chronicle never calls them Normans. They are always Frenchmen (Frensisce men) because it was their language that set them apart.

         By 1050, a French-speaking royal power-base was being created beyond London’s ancient walls, around Edward’s Westminster Abbey – the first English building in the imported Romanesque style. The vital Archbishopric of Canterbury was given to a Norman. Other Frensisce men brought the latest European military technology, which baffled the scribe of the Chronicle.

         
            A great mound of earth, topped with a large wooden tower, surrounded by an enclosure of wooden palisades. It was so new and so different that the monk didn’t even have a word of his own to describe it. In the end he had to settle for the word the foreigners themselves used and called it a castle.

            Marc Morris33

         

         Game of Thrones

         In 1051 the Godwins armed up for a coup against the Norman interlopers. Edward played on the North-South divide, summoning Earl Siward, and Earl Leofric, and many people with them from the North. An ad-hoc alliance of King, Normans, Welshmen and northern earls drove the Godwins from England. According to one source, William of Normandy personally visited Edward at this time, and was promised the throne.

         In 1052, Earl Godwin came back hard and forced Edward to exile most of the Normans. Over the next decade, the Godwins cemented their power. By 1064, now led by the half-Danish Harold, they controlled not only Wessex (almost all southern England) but also the North, where Harold’s brother, Tostig, was in charge. Now, though, two events fatally weakened Harold’s position. First, he somehow found himself as the guest (or prisoner) of Duke William in France, where – according to the Normans – he swore to help William become king after Edward. Then, in 1064, Tostig’s personal guard was wiped out at York as the Northerners rebelled against Godwin rule. The Welsh again joined them as they marched south. Edward grabbed the chance to tame his wife’s family. Harold was forced to go in person to Northampton and inform the rebels that his own brother was being replaced by their choice, Earl Morcar. The furious Tostig, now Harold’s mortal enemy, fled to Bruges, to plot revenge.

         When Edward finally died, what followed makes Game of Thrones look like a game of musical chairs (Dan Snow). Harold had no blood-claim, but the witenagemot named him king anyway (another boost to future notions that parliament chose the ruler). He immediately had to go north to quell dissent. Then, with Halley’s Comet burning in the skies and perplexing men’s minds, he hurried back south, knowing that William would soon be coming.34
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         European power-politics now intervened. Pope Alexander II, an Italian, was trying to break the German Emperor Henry IV’s hold on the Papacy. In his backyard were the Norman warlords of southern Italy, William’s close relatives. In return for their muscle, he blessed William’s invasion.

         Every adventurer in northern Europe knew that the Danes had conquered rich but disunited England within living memory. 35They flocked to William’s new Papal banner, scenting the booty which the conquest of England offered (Ordericus Vitalis).

         The North-South divide decided England’s fate. Even as Harold awaited William’s invasion, Harald Hardrada and his Norwegians linked up with Tostig at the Tyne (or perhaps, in Scotland), and struck south. The brother northern earls, Morcar and Edwin, old enemies of the Godwins, mustered at York and were beaten at Fulford Gate, but, unlike any of the other players that summer, both survived defeat, so it seems likely that their resistance was little more than a show. York then surrendered without a siege and the whole north of England acclaimed the King of Norway.

         Harold was forced to race away from the Channel coast, William or no. He surprised the Norwegians basking in the sun at Stamford Bridge, their mail-coats (it was said) still in their ships, and wiped them out, with both Tostig and Hardrada dead. Just three days later, William landed at Pevensey in Sussex.

         The Battle of England

         Harold had been chosen as king by the witanagemot not because of any national, England-wide support, but because he was the great warlord of the South. The northern earls, Morcar and Edwin, lurked in their own power-bases, refusing to link up with him, while William and his Norman troops were encamped in Wessex land, ravaging and spreading alarm. With no alternative, Harold confronted William immediately.

         Anglo-Scandinavian warfare, with its classic shield-wall infantry formation, was fatally off the Continental pace. At Hastings, Harold’s men became the first major army to face the brand new tactic that would dominate European warfare for centuries: the heavy cavalry charge, with the lance held under the armpit.36

         
            The second half of the eleventh century was the key period in the development of this new method of cavalry warfare… [In the Bayeux Tapestry] three knights who are getting ready to charge at the outset of the battle of Hastings are clearly depicted with heavier spears than most others, with pennants which would surely have interfered with their trajectory had they tried to throw them

            Maurice Keen, Chivalry

         

         A detailed and very early Norman account says that Harold was deliberately targeted by a four-man hit-squad:

         
            The first of the four, piercing the king’s shield and chest with his lance, drenched the ground with a gushing stream of blood. The second with his sword cut off his head… The third liquefied his entrails with his spear. And the fourth cut off his thigh and carried it some distance away.

            Song of the Battle of Hastings c.1067, trans. from Latin

         

         
            
[image: ]The Bayeux Tapestry. Harold, surely, is the figure on the right, cut down by a cavalryman who has broken through the shield-wall, rather than the knight trying to remove an arrow from his eye.37

            

         

         William the Anglo-Norman

         It took William over six weeks to reach London. If England had been a remotely united country, it would have gathered to resist him. Since it wasn’t, the elite concentrated on saving themselves. When William approached the vital Thames crossing at Wallingford, the English commander there, Wigod – one of the most powerful men in the country – simply handed it over and married his daughter to a Norman knight on the spot. William let it be understood that if everyone acted like Wigod, there need be no drastic change. Before entering London, he issued the so-called William Charter, in English.

         
            William the King greets… all the citizens in London, French and English, in friendly fashion; and I inform you that it is my will that your laws and customs be preserved as they were in King Edward’s day, that every son shall be his father’s heir after his father’s death.

         

         Earls Morcar, Edwin and Waltheof were allowed to stay in place, on payment of large sums. At his coronation in Westminster, William used the English ceremony.

         When Harold’s Godwin relatives struck back from Ireland, they found little support. In 1067 the ordinary citizens of Bristol held the city against them, for William. The following year, Exeter did rise for them, but after 18 days of siege by William himself (whose army included Englishmen), they fled and the citizens got remarkably civilised terms of surrender.

         It looked as though all England might become a genuinely Anglo-Norman land, like the Anglo-Danish realm of such recent memory. As ever, though, the North was different. At first the Conqueror tried to govern there through established Anglo-Danish ruling families. When that didn’t work, a 38Norman earl was imposed. The men of the North, who had massacred Tostig’s retinue in 1064, went one better in 1069 and slaughtered the new Norman earl along with all his men. Then they summoned the Danes, the nation that really scared William throughout his reign. The longships, says the Chronicle, were met by the Northumbrians and all the people, riding and marching with an immense army rejoicing exceedingly.

         William’s patience was at an end: the Harrying of the North, was a scorched-earth policy so murderously complete that twenty years later, the Domesday Book wrote off one third of all Yorkshire as wasteland.

         The English Elite Desert England

         In 1075 Earl Waltheof of Northumberland, the last Englishman with real power, was invited to join an internal Norman rebellion against William. At the last minute, he confessed to the Conqueror, and the rebellion was crushed – with help from native English levies. Waltheof was eventually executed, despite his confession, in 1076. By this time the English warrior elite had nothing left to bargain with, so they fled the country en masse, actively enabled by William. In a fleet variously described as 235 or 350 strong, they went off to fight for the Byzantine Empire, and founded the first New England in the Crimea.

         
            The First New England

            The Edwardsaga from 13th-century Iceland states that ‘They called [their towns] both London and York, and by the names of other great towns in England’ … the ‘native tongue’ of the Varangian Guard continued to be English as late as the mid-14th century.

            Caitlin Green39

         

         
            [image: ]

         

         Now that there was no danger from the English, there was no reason for William to delay rewarding his own impatient men. For the next decade and more, the English were robbed, under the guise of legal process, in courts run by Normans where the natives were only allowed to answer specific questions and had to use translators. The Domesday Book (1087) – named by the English themselves, because (it was said) you had no more chance of disputing it than you would have on Judgement Day itself – set it all down. By William’s death, only about 5% of England remained in English hands.

         
            A small armed group speaking a language incomprehensible to the majority of the population controlled virtually all the landed wealth.

            Oxford History of England

         

         The Great Question

         The lack of resistance by the English, who outnumbered the Normans by about a hundred to one, bewildered the invaders. 40Two early Anglo-Norman historians, both with English mothers, shook their heads in disbelief. William of Malmesbury (c.1095-1143) wrote of miserable provincials… so feeble that they failed after the first battle to seriously rise up and make an attempt for their freedom. Ordericus Vitalis (1075-c.1142) depicts the English as interested only in feasting and drinking, caring nothing for freedom.

         Luckily for English pride, however, there are good reasons.

         
	
The North-South divide. No English leader except, briefly, Athelstan, had ever been able truly to mobilise the whole country.

            	
Lack of natural redoubts. Most of Southern England was near-perfect country for the invincible new Norman cavalry.

            	
No functioning native elite. The English elite had been corrupted by Aethelred, Danified by Cnut, decimated at Hastings, and had finally fled the country in c.1076.

            	
The Medieval Warm Period. By 1100 the skeletons of ordinary Englishmen were distinctly taller than in 1000. No peasantry rebels if their bellies and barns are full.

            	
The Church. It alone had given Anglo-Saxon England any real unity. Now, it was fully on the side of the Normans.

            	
Civilisation. The English had lived through decades of blood-boltered Anglo-Danish politics. Even after the Conquest, Earl Waltheof was still having rival Englishmen murdered as they sat down to dinner. The Chronicle itself, though listing William’s acts of brutality and greed, reminded English readers that betwixt other things is not to be forgotten that good peace which he maked in this land. Any king who maintained law and order was better than what had gone before.41


         

The Normans hammered England into a genuine cultural unit for the first time. Ordinary people from Northumberland and Kent could barely understand one another – in 1066 and for centuries afterwards – but their new rulers all spoke the same way, whether their mottes and baileys were in Durham or Devon.5 By the Conqueror’s death, they were firmly in the saddle, on their high horses, talking their fancy foreign, looking down their noses at the English and over their shoulders at France. It was going to stay that way for a very long time.

         
            [image: ]

         

         42

         
            1 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, hereafter just the Chronicle, is actually multiple chronicles which were (most scholars agree) begun in the reign of Alfred the Great, as an effort to draw together all existing history. There’s no way of testing how accurate it is about events four hundred years earlier, but it’s all we have.

            2 You don’t need much historical imagination to picture this. You can just talk to living people from the Highlands, Ireland or Wales whose parents deliberately didn’t pass on their own language because they thought that without fluent English (which their elites had long adopted), their children would be hopelessly disadvantaged.

            3 In the 1980s, I was surveying a Norman motte in deepest Co. Carlow, Ireland. The farmer on whose land it stood pointed to a fine house down in the valley and said, with genuine bitterness, That land was once ours and it will be again. The house was of the mid-18th century.

            4 To the Anglo-Saxons, the Vikings were all just Danes of one kind or another.

            5 Norman French was more like modern Catalan than modern French. The way we say Hainault and Theydon Bois isn’t bad English French, but proper Norman French.
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