

[image: Illustration]




 


[image: illustration]




[image: illustration]




 


 


 


 


 


First published 2011


Spellmount, an imprint of


The History Press


The Mill, Brimscombe Port


Stroud, Gloucestershire, GL5 2QG


www.thehistorypress.co.uk


This ebook edition first published in 2016


All rights reserved


© John Withington, 2011


The right of John Withington to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyrights, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB ISBN 978 0 7509 8127 9


Typesetting and origination by The History Press


eBook converted by Geethik Technologies




Contents


Introduction


1 The Battle of the Medway, AD 43


2 The Battle of Watling Street, AD 60 or 61


3 The Battle of Mons Graupius, AD 83 or 84


4 The Anglo-Saxon Conquest: Crecganford, AD 457 and Dyrham, AD 577


5 The Battle of Hastings, 1066


6 The Battle of Castillon, 1453


7 The Battle of the Medway, 1667


8 The Siege of Cartagena de Indias, 1741


9 Surrender at Yorktown, 1781


10 The ‘Castlebar Races’, 1798


11 The Battle of New Orleans, 1815


12 The First Afghan War, 1842


13 The Charge of the Light Brigade, 1854


14 The Battle of Isandlwana, 1879


15 Khartoum, 1885


16 ‘Black Week’: the Boer War, 1899


17 Gallipoli, 1915


18 The Battle of the Somme, 1916


19 The Road to Dunkirk, 1940


20 The Fall of Singapore, 1942


Bibliography




Introduction


When I was a boy of eight or nine, I used to stand up in front of morning assembly at my primary school and recite Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’. That, I think, was my first encounter with military disasters. Of all the fifty-five lines in the poem, the one that struck me most was: ‘Some one had blunder’d’, perhaps because it was such a succinct explanation of what had gone wrong in this tragic, heroic episode. The story of the charge is featured in this book, as are plenty of other blunders – arising from bad planning, inadequate intelligence, confused objectives, or plain misjudgement.


But not all military disasters are down to blunders. In fact, they come in many shapes and sizes. Sometimes our forces were simply outclassed by a better-trained and better-organised foe – like the Ancient Britons when confronted by the Romans. Another common failing is underestimation of the enemy. This happened particularly in the colonial era, whether the foe were Afghans, Americans or Zulus. On other occasions, we see basic bad luck and things just going wrong in the fog of war.


Some disasters, like Hastings, were big and bloody battles, and marked a real turning point. Others, such as Yorktown, involved relatively little loss of life, but also had momentous consequences, while episodes like the burning of the fleet in the Medway in 1667 did not have notable long-term effects, but were nonetheless national humiliations. Perhaps it is not surprising that while the names of victories like Agincourt, Trafalgar and Waterloo have resounded down the ages, those of such major reverses as Castillon and Cartagena de Indias are very far from being household names, at least in Britain. Occasionally, a ‘victory’ might also be a disaster, like the Battle of the Somme, which caused almost unimaginable casualties.


A word about definitions. I have taken British military disasters to mean those suffered by Britain, or part of Britain, at the hands of an enemy from outside Britain, so English defeats at the hands of the Irish, Scots or Welsh, or vice versa, do not qualify.


Finally, a word of thanks to my wife for her unfailing patience, support and encouragement.
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The Battle of the Medway, AD 43


We do not know exactly where the Battle of the Medway took place, but it was probably one of the biggest ever fought on British soil. It resulted in a decisive defeat for the ancient Britons and was the turning point in the Roman campaign to conquer Britain.


The emperor Caligula was a busy man, if the stories the Romans told about him are to be believed: what with turning his palace into a brothel in which respectable Roman women were forced to serve, throwing spectators to the wild animals in the arena, trying to have his horse made a consul and so on. So perhaps it is not surprising that he called off an invasion of Britain that he had planned for AD 40. Actually at least three other planned expeditions had been called off since Julius Caesar’s second incursion nearly a century before, in 54 BC, when the great general stayed for three months and penetrated as far as the Thames Valley, winning victories over British tribes and seizing treasure and hostages.


When Caligula was murdered by his own bodyguards in AD 41, the new emperor, his uncle Claudius, quickly dusted off the invasion plan. Claudius had been surprised, and terrified, when he was chosen to succeed his nephew. Saddled with a reputation as the buffoon of the imperial family, attacking Britain seemed to offer him a couple of opportunities. First – a chance to rapidly establish his authority and prestige, and second – money, which Claudius needed to buy the loyalty of the army. The great Roman historian Tacitus said Britain was then reputed to be a rich country. The land was fertile, yielding produce ‘abundantly’, and there was ‘gold and silver and other metals’, while an invasion could also deliver booty and slaves.


Claudius may also have had another motive: the need to put the ancient Britons in their place. In the years since the birth of Christ, the Catuvellauni, who inhabited Hertfordshire, had been extending their lands under their formidable leader, Cunobelinus – Shakespeare’s Cymbeline. One tribe who suffered from their ambitions were the Atrebates, who were friendly to Rome. One of Cunobelinus’s sons, Adminius, was also pro-Roman, but when the king died in AD 42, his other two sons, Caratacus and Togodumnus, both anti-Roman, took power, and Adminius fled to Rome. Soon he was followed by Verica, the king of the Atrebates. According to the Roman historian Dio Cassius, writing about a century and a half later, it was Verica who persuaded Claudius to intervene. Apart from resenting the dents that the Catuvellauni had put in their prestige, the Romans were also afraid that the Britons might start destabilising the Roman province of Gaul, just across the English Channel.


Rome was confident. The Britons were divided: ‘torn apart by the warring parties of different leaders’, in Tacitus’s words. ‘It is very rare that two or more British tribes will come together to repel a common danger’ he added. ‘They fight separately and separately are defeated.’ In AD 43 at Boulogne, Claudius assembled a force of about 20,000 legionaries, who had been serving on the Rhine frontier and in Pannonia (which straddles parts of a number of modern-day countries including Hungary, Austria and Serbia), as well as about 20,000 auxiliaries, recruited from tribes and nations allied to Rome. The expedition was to be led by Aulus Plautius, the governor of Pannonia. Tacitus says he was ‘eminent for military abilities’, and we know that he had helped suppress a revolt by slaves in Puglia. Beneath him, he had some talented commanders including the future emperor, Vespasian.


There was a problem however. The soldiers would not embark. Roman geographers had shown the known world as being surrounded by water. So what was this ‘Britain’ place across that great sea? Part of some other world? What would they find there? It did not help that some Roman sailors who had been shipwrecked on the remote island came back with stories, said Tacitus, ‘of monsters of the sea, of forms half-human, half beast-like, things they had really seen or in their terror believed.’ For up to two months, there was a standoff until Claudius’s personal envoy arrived and persuaded the men to get into the ships. The expedition’s leaders must have been concerned about how late in the campaigning season it was getting, but the delay may have been a blessing in disguise. The Britons seem to have concluded that the reports they had heard of a great Roman army about to embark must be mistaken. Their enemy would never leave their invasion this late, so the British militia was allowed to go home to get in the harvest.


Dio Cassius says the invasion force crossed the Channel in three groups, and landed unopposed, because the Britons ‘had not expected that they would come’. Some at least of the Roman fleet is believed to have come ashore at the natural harbour of Richborough on the east coast of Kent. Once the Romans had arrived, however, the Britons were in no hurry to fight. Instead they drew the invaders on, trying to make them exhaust their supplies; in Dio Cassius’s words, taking ‘refuge in the swamps and the forests, hoping to wear out the invaders in fruitless effort, so that, just as in the days of Julius Caesar, they should sail back with nothing accomplished.’


The Romans did manage to track down two separate forces led by Caratacus and Togodumnus, and defeat them in skirmishes. Or perhaps the Britons picked a confrontation to test the invaders’ strength. As the Romans continued their advance, one of the Catuvellauni’s subject tribes surrendered, but by now the British militia had been reassembled and was gathering on the far bank of the Medway. It is not certain exactly where, but many modern historians think it was near Rochester, close to where the M2 bridge now crosses the river. According to some estimates, the Britons’ army numbered up to 80,000, which would have meant that they outnumbered the Romans about two to one. If these figures are correct, this would have been the biggest battle ever fought on British soil except perhaps for the Battle of Watling Street (see chapter two).


The Britons had a small nucleus of professional, aristocratic warriors, but the majority of the army were workers on the land. They had some light chariots of a kind long regarded as obsolete on the Continent, but Caesar recognised that during his campaigns, their very unfamiliarity caused some confusion in the Roman ranks. He wrote that the Britons used them for ‘driving all over the field hurling javelins’ with the idea of generating ‘terror inspired by the horses and the noise of the wheels’, but they were not sufficiently heavy or armoured to break through determined infantry. Few of the Britons wore armour; they carried only small shields, and used long swords which needed a lot of room to swing, making concerted action difficult and meaning they were less effective at very close quarters. They had plenty of experience of war, but not of confronting a foe like the Romans – the first professional army ever to fight in Britain. The legionaries were heavy infantry, trained to close with the enemy and fight in packed ranks. Each one wore flexible strip armour, which protected the upper body but allowed freedom of movement. The head was protected by a bronze helmet, and they carried wooden shields big enough to screen most of the body. When combined in formation, these created a kind of mobile barricade. Each man carried two javelins and a short double-edged sword. The Romans also had an assortment of catapults and other missile-throwing artillery, but perhaps the greatest difference was that they were well trained and could execute pre-arranged manoeuvres on a signal. They could be detached and sent off to different parts of the field, and could operate en masse or as resourceful individuals. This gave them an operational flexibility the Britons simply could not match. The auxiliaries often added other specialist military skills – serving as cavalry, archers or light infantry – while sometimes they were used as expendable shock troops.


Waiting on the banks of the Medway, the Britons seem to have believed the heavily armed Romans would be unable to cross the river, so, according to Dio Cassius, they ‘bivouacked in rather careless fashion’. In fact, among the Roman auxiliaries were men ‘accustomed to swim easily in full armour across the most turbulent streams.’ Some of these soldiers crossed and landed on the British right flank, taking the enemy completely by surprise, but rather than falling on them, this detachment concentrated on attacking the horses to disable the British chariots. Taking advantage of the chaos that this caused, Plautius then sent over a force of legionaries under Vespasian on the British left, which killed ‘many of the foe’. Shaken though they were, the Britons rallied and fought doggedly, so the first day ended without a firm conclusion, which was extremely unusual for a battle of this era, and perhaps evidence that a very large number of men were involved. With the bridgehead on the British left still holding, the Romans used boats, and perhaps even a pontoon bridge, to send over more men to reinforce it, but the next morning, the Britons launched a determined counter-attack. For a time it seemed as though they might win, as they captured a number of leading Roman officers. Then came the crucial moment of the battle, as the commander of the bridgehead, Gnaeus Hosidius Geta, narrowly evaded the Britons and then retaliated so effectively that they were ‘soundly’ defeated.


It proved to be not just the turning point of the battle, but of the whole campaign, something the Romans recognised by awarding Geta a triumphal procession, a rare honour for someone who had not held the rank of consul. The British survivors managed to retreat and cross the Thames into Essex, seeking to cut off the Roman advance towards the Catuvellauni capital of Colchester. Once again, the Britons tried to take a stand somewhere on the river’s banks, and once again Roman auxiliaries swam across, while other soldiers, wrote Dio Cassius, ‘got over by a bridge’ – possibly a temporary one. This enabled them to attack the enemy from ‘several sides at once and cut down many of them’. Soon after – we do not know how – Togodumnus was killed and the emperor Claudius came over to put the finishing touches to the conquest.


Claudius spent sixteen days in Britain, and Dio Cassius says he won a battle himself, though not all historians are convinced that this is true. One of the triumphal arches voted by the senate to celebrate the conquest speaks of eleven British kings surrendering to him. Once he had gone back to Italy, the legions began gradually extending Roman power northwards and westwards. Caratacus, though, escaped and carried on a guerrilla war in the Welsh mountains. In AD 51, he was finally defeated. He sought refuge with the Brigantes tribe in the north of England, but their queen put him in chains and handed him over to the Romans. By then, says Tacitus, his fame had spread to Rome itself, where ‘all were eager to see the great man, who for so many years had defied our power.’ Claudius had him paraded through the streets with his family, but Caratacus spoke up defiantly, demanding: ‘If you Romans choose to lord it over the world, does it follow that the world is to accept slavery?’ Then, more subtly, he suggested that if the Romans killed him, he would quickly be forgotten, while if they spared him, he would be ‘an everlasting memorial’ to Rome’s mercy. It did the trick. Caratacus and his family were pardoned, and did homage to the emperor.
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The Battle of Watling Street, AD 60 or 61


Less than twenty years after the great Roman victory on the Medway, Queen Boudicca of the ancient British Iceni tribe was driven into revolt by the brutal, high-handed treatment she and her people suffered at the hands of the conquerors. Boudicca remains an iconic figure in British history, but her rebellion ended in comprehensive defeat at what may have been the biggest battle ever fought in Britain.


After the victories of AD 43 (see chapter one), the Romans gradually extended the area they governed and, according to Tacitus, ‘the nearest part of Britain was reduced into the form of a province’. The Romans’ diplomatic and political talents, however, did not match their military skills. In AD 47, tribes from outside the area under Roman control launched an attack. The Romans soon beat them off, but then responded by disarming tribes within their domain, who had been allowed to keep their weapons until then. The Iceni, who lived in Norfolk and the north of Suffolk, were incensed because they had not been conquered but had chosen to become allies of Rome. They rose in revolt, along with other British tribes, but were soon crushed.


History had not heard the last of the Iceni however. In around AD 58, Gaius Suetonius Paulinus became the Roman governor of Britain. Not a great deal is known about what he did before he arrived in Britain, except that he had put down a rebellion by the Moors in North Africa. By around AD 60, he was in North Wales with the XIVth legion trying to extend Roman rule into Anglesey. Tacitus says he not only had to fight a ‘dense array of warriors’, but was also confronted by women ‘in black attire like the Furies, with hair dishevelled’, while the Druids lifted their hands to heaven and poured forth ‘dreadful imprecations’. If that was not bad enough, Suetonius received news that the Iceni were in revolt again.


After the little falling out of AD 47, the Iceni’s king, Prasutagus – ‘famed for his wealth’ according to Tacitus – had tried to remain friends with the Romans. He died in AD 59 or 60 (historians cannot agree) and left his estate to be shared between his two teenage daughters and the emperor Nero, who had succeeded Claudius in AD 54, ‘under the impression that this token of submission would put his kingdom and his house out of the reach of wrong.’ Indeed, leaving part of their estates to the emperor was a device sometimes used by wealthy Romans to try to ensure that the terms of their wills were carried out. The kind of special relationship that Prasutagus had constructed with the Romans, though, often did not survive beyond the death of the individual concerned, and now the empire’s top financial officer in Britain, the procurator Decianus Catus, treated the whole of the king’s lands as though they belonged to Rome.


Romans helped themselves to the possessions of the Iceni nobility ‘as if they were the spoils of war’, while relatives of the king were treated like slaves. Prasutagus’ widow, Boudicca (‘Boadicea’, the name by which she used to be more commonly known, seems to have come from a miscopying of Tacitus) was then probably in her thirties and acting as regent. She appears to have protested, and for her pains she was flogged, while her daughters were raped. Not surprisingly, this drove her into revolt. Boudicca, Dio Cassius tells us, was formidable: ‘she was very tall, in appearance most terrifying, in the glance of her eye most fierce, and her voice was harsh; a great mass of the tawniest hair fell to her hips.’ Besides this, he continues, she was ‘possessed of greater intelligence than often belongs to women.’


It was not just the Iceni who were treated in this way. The Romans had also performed the considerable feat of alienating the Trinovantes. Before the conquest, this tribe from southern Suffolk and Essex had fought a long, unsuccessful war with the Catuvellauni (see chapter one), and had seen their lands and their capital, Colchester, taken over. So when the Romans appeared and took the Trinovantes’ oppressors down a peg or two, they had a chance to win them over. Instead, they turned Colchester into their first colonia in Britain – a place where veterans were given land when they retired from the army. The veterans, though, grabbed more than they were supposed to, and: ‘drove people out of their houses, ejected them from their farms, called them captives and slaves.’ The Romans also put up a temple to the emperor Claudius, made a god after his death, and those Britons unfortunate enough to be chosen as priests for the cult were forced to ‘squander their whole fortunes’. So now the Trinovantes made common cause with the Iceni, as did other tribes ‘not yet cowed by slavery’.


When the rebel army had gathered, according to Dio Cassius, Boudicca ascended a mound of earth to address it. She wore her usual outfit – a gold necklace around her neck and a tunic of ‘divers’ colours’ beneath a thick mantle fastened with a brooch. She also held a spear ‘to aid her in terrifying all beholders’. In the past, she told them, they may have been deceived by the Romans’ ‘alluring promises’, but now they had learned the difference between freedom and slavery the hard way, and ‘how much better is poverty with no master than wealth with slavery.’ They had been taxed to the hilt, robbed of their possessions, ‘stripped and despoiled’. Would it not be better to be dead? The Britons should have expelled these Romans just as they once beat off Julius Caesar. She continued: ‘… let us, my countrymen and friends and kinsmen – for I consider you all kinsmen, seeing that you inhabit a single island and are called by one common name – let us, I say, do our duty while we still remember what freedom is, that we may leave to our children not only its name but also its reality. For, if we utterly forget the happy state in which we were born and bred, what, pray, will they do, reared in bondage?’


They should not fear the Romans who were less numerous than them, and less brave, ‘and here is the proof: they have protected themselves with helmets and breastplates and greaves’. Not only that but they skulked behind fortifications. What a contrast to the ‘rough and ready action’ that the Britons preferred. That was not the rebels’ only advantage however: if necessary, they could escape to swamps and mountains where their enemies could not find them, they could endure ‘hunger, thirst, cold, or heat’ far better than the Romans, who needed constant supplies of ‘bread and wine and oil’ and when they could not get them, they died. For the Britons, on the other hand: ‘any grass or root serves as bread, the juice of any plant as oil, any water as wine’. She concluded: ‘Let us, therefore, go against them trusting boldly to good fortune. Let us show them that they are hares and foxes trying to rule over dogs and wolves.’


Colchester was first in line for destruction. The city was not fortified, and the rebels overran and razed it almost immediately, massacring the veterans and their families. Next they set off for London, a busy trading centre first established by the Romans shortly after the conquest. A small force from the IXth legion tried to intercept Boudicca’s rebels, but she ambushed them and cut the infantry to pieces, while the cavalry fled. At this point, Decianus Catus, ‘alarmed by this disaster and by the fury of the province which he had goaded into war by his rapacity’, ran off to Gaul. Suetonius had raced back from Anglesey so quickly that he reached London before Boudicca, but came to the conclusion that he did not have enough men to take on her army. So, as Tacitus put it: ‘he resolved to save the province at the cost of a single town.’ Unimpressed by the ‘tears and weeping of the people, as they implored his aid’, he took with him only the ones who could keep up with his army. Those ‘chained to the spot by the weakness of their sex, or the infirmity of age, or the attractions of the place’ were abandoned to be massacred by the rebels while London was completely destroyed for the only time in its history. Nor was that the end of the devastation. A month later, St Albans went the same way. By this point Dio Cassius reckons that Boudicca’s host had killed 80,000, and recounts some particularly revolting ways in which victims were alleged to have been put to death. The figure probably represents a huge exaggeration, but the slaughter was plainly terrible.


Meanwhile, Suetonius had managed to scratch together a force of about 10,000 drawn from the XIVth and XXth legions supplemented by auxiliaries from nearby garrisons, though another Roman commander, Poenius Postumus, refused to bring his troops from Exeter for reasons that are not known. According to Dio Cassius, the governor was at first reluctant to take on Boudicca’s host, which was now said to number up to 230,000, and preferred to wait until ‘a more convenient season’. Perhaps he hoped the tribal coalition would fall apart, but soon he was running short of food, and ‘the barbarians pressed relentlessly upon him’. So, probably as Boudicca advanced along Watling Street, now the A5, he decided he had to stand and fight.


We do not know exactly where Suetonius confronted the foe, though many historians now favour a site at Mancetter, to the south-east of Atherstone in Warwickshire. Stories that the action happened at Battle Bridge near King’s Cross in London, and that Boudicca’s body is buried under one of the station platforms, tend to be dismissed. Wherever the exact site, Suetonius chose his ground with great care, selecting a narrow gorge with a forest behind him and a wide plain sloping away at the front. He packed his legionaries tightly in the centre, flanked by the more lightly armed auxiliaries, with the cavalry on the wings. The Britons were ‘confidently exulting, a vaster host than ever had assembled’. They felt so sure of success they had even brought their wives with them to watch the defeat and massacre of the hated Romans from their wagons, which were arranged rather like a grandstand on the edge of the plain. Tacitus says Boudicca rode with her daughters in a chariot, and approached ‘tribe after tribe’. She claimed it was ‘usual for Britons to fight under the leadership of women’, but on this occasion, she told them she was not fighting as a queen, but as ‘one of the people’. Her mission was to avenge her lost freedom, her scourged body and the outraged chastity of her daughters. ‘Heaven’, she declared, ‘is on the side of a righteous vengeance’ and reminded them that they had already wiped out the only Roman force that had dared to confront them. As for the one they were about to face, it would be overwhelmed by the ‘din and the shout of so many thousands’ not to mention their charge and the blows they would inflict. Her resolve, as a woman, was to ‘conquer or die’. If any men did not want to join her, ‘they may live and be slaves’.


Nor were the Romans going to get away with going into battle without a long speech beforehand. First Suetonius drew attention to the fact that the Britons were accompanied by their families. He told his men: ‘you see more women than warriors.’ Because the Romans were so heavily outnumbered, it would add to the glory of their victory. He told them to close up their ranks, fling their javelins, and then attack with swords. They must forget about plunder until the day was theirs, then ‘once the victory has been won, everything will be in your power.’ According to Dio Cassius, Suetonius declared that the enemy’s boldness was in reality ‘nothing more than headlong rashness unaided by arms or training.’ The Romans had been ‘wronged’ by the rebels, and now it was time for Boudicca’s army to pay the price. If his force won the day, ‘no one else will any longer withstand us’ and Roman soldiers everywhere would look up to them. He added that the Britons had committed numerous atrocities: did they wish to meet the same fate, or did they want to avenge those who had died and ‘at the same time furnish to the rest of mankind an example, not only of benevolent clemency toward the obedient, but also of inevitable severity toward the rebellious’? The gods were on their side, and the foe they were about to meet were their ‘slaves, whom we conquered even when they were free and independent’. But he added, just suppose they were to lose, it would be better ‘to fall fighting bravely than to be captured and impaled, to look upon our own entrails cut from our bodies, to be spitted on red-hot skewers, to perish by being melted in boiling water’ – the dreadful fates that might await them if they fell into the hands of the Britons. For the Romans too, it was conquer or die.


Then the governor gave the signal for battle. While the Britons advanced ‘with much shouting mingled with menacing battle-songs’, the Romans remained silent. The field narrowed as Boudicca’s host approached the Roman lines, forcing them into a temptingly tight mass. As soon as they were within range, each Roman soldier threw his two javelins ‘with unerring aim’. Then, on a signal, the legionaries advanced in their famous v-shaped wedge formation behind a wall of shields that bristled with swords. Precisely what ensued is not clear, but Dio Cassius speaks of a long, hard battle. The Romans’ initial charge ‘easily broke through’ the Britons, but then Suetonius’ men found themselves ‘surrounded by the great numbers of the enemy, they had to be fighting everywhere at once.’ Horsemen cut down infantry, infantry cut down horsemen. The Britons would attack in their chariots, knocking the Romans ‘helter-skelter’, but then, because they had no armour, they would be driven back by Roman arrows. Both sides were ‘animated by the same zeal and daring’, and it was not until ‘late in the day’ that the Romans finally prevailed. They slew many and took many captives. According to Tacitus, who was writing closer to the event and whose father-in-law was with Suetonius that day, it was a much more one-sided affair. He says the legionaries’ wedge-formation attack, backed up by auxiliaries and cavalry ‘broke through all who offered a strong resistance’. Many Britons ‘turned their back in flight’, but they could not get away because the wagons blocked their retreat. The Romans killed not just British soldiers, but also women, and ‘the very beasts of burden’, creating a huge mound of bodies. Suetonius’ army had ‘great glory’, and ‘some’ claimed that 80,000 Britons had been killed, for the loss of only 400 Romans.


Dio Cassius says ‘not a few’ rebels made their escape ‘and were preparing to fight again’, but that Boudicca ‘fell sick and died’. The survivors gave her a ‘costly burial’, then scattered to their homes. Tacitus agrees that the Romans were unable to capture the queen, though he says she poisoned herself. In the West Country, Poenius Postumus, who had refused to bring his troops to join Suetonius, fell on his sword. Whatever the differences in the accounts they give of the Battle of Watling Street, Tacitus and Dio Cassius both agree that it ended in complete defeat for the Britons. It is hard to believe Boudicca’s army really did number almost a quarter of a million, but even if it had been only half that size, it would make this the biggest battle ever fought in Britain.


For the Britons, the military disaster would bring a terrible aftermath. With the help of reinforcements sent from Germany, Suetonius ravaged ‘hostile’ tribes ‘with fire and sword’. Even those who had merely ‘wavered’ in their loyalty to Rome might expect the same fate, and the Britons also started to perish from starvation. Because they had expected to be able to seize supplies from Roman granaries, they had neglected to sow their fields, but they eventually got a helping hand from an unexpected quarter. The emperor Nero was so alarmed at reports of the devastation, and the impact it might have on tax receipts from Britain, that he sent a special envoy to investigate, and soon Suetonius was replaced as governor, though he was received with honour on his return to Rome. A new governor, Petronius Turpilianus, arrived with a policy of conciliation and mending fences instead of scorched earth.


Boudicca became an iconic figure in British history. A statue of her imposing figure in a chariot stands close to the Houses of Parliament, and lines from William Cowper’s ode to the rebel queen adorn it:




Regions Caesar never knew


Thy posterity shall sway.





Her defeat, though, had been comprehensive. The cities she destroyed were re-built and restored to prosperity, and the failure of her rebellion brought an end to serious resistance to the Romans in the south of England.
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The Battle of Mons Graupius, AD 83 or 84


We tend to think of Roman rule in Britain as extending only as far north as Hadrian’s Wall, but the Scottish Highland tribes suffered a comprehensive defeat at the hands of the Romans in AD 83 or 84 perhaps as far north as Aberdeenshire. They are said to have lost 10,000 killed, to the Romans’ 360.


‘History will be kind to me’ said Winston Churchill, ‘for I intend to write it.’ Gnaeus Julius Agricola, the Roman governor of Britain in the late AD 70s and early AD 80s, had perhaps the next best thing. His son-in-law was the great Roman historian Tacitus, and virtually everything we know about the Battle of Mons Graupius comes from his account. Agricola was a Gaul, born in modern-day Provence in AD 40. His father, a magistrate, was put to death by Caligula for refusing to pursue a judicial vendetta against a senator to whom the emperor had taken a dislike. Agricola came to Britain while still a very young man, and served on Suetonius’s staff during Boudicca’s rebellion (see chapter two). In the early AD 70s, he helped to extend Rome’s dominance into the north of England, and by AD 78 he was governor. Next he concentrated on subduing Wales, before advancing into Scotland with the IXth and XXth legions. All the way up to the Tay, he built forts and won victories over ‘tribes hitherto unknown’. Then he advanced further north into the territory of the Caledonians, but found it difficult to bring them to battle.


Their mysterious land must have seemed a very strange place to most of Agricola’s soldiers. Tacitus wrote that normally in Britain, the sky was ‘obscured by continual rain and cloud’ while in the north of Scotland, the summer nights were bright and very short so that, on those occasions when there were no clouds, ‘the splendour of the sun can be seen throughout the night.’ In addition to his operations by land, Agricola also used his fleet to harry and terrorise coastal villages, in an effort to cause ‘widespread alarm’. His force, according to Tacitus, included some Britons ‘of remarkable bravery’, and unsure where he might meet the enemy, he divided it into three divisions. One night, the Caledonians fell on the IXth legion in a surprise attack, and might have inflicted serious damage if Agricola’s scouts had not alerted him to the danger, enabling him to arrive with reinforcements in the nick of time, and drive the enemy off. This escape, wrote Tacitus, inspired the Romans to try to ‘penetrate the recesses of Caledonia’ and ‘discover the furthest limits of Britain’. The tribesmen, though, were also encouraged. They sent their wives and children to safe havens, picked up their weapons and gathered to confront the foe, having ‘made up their minds to be either avenged or enslaved’.


Tacitus says the Caledonians had ‘ruddy hair and large limbs’ and were armed with ‘huge swords and small shields’. Now Agricola was about to face around 30,000 of them, drawn from various Highland clans, and their ranks probably also included some fugitives from the south of Scotland. The exact date of the battle – historians argue about whether it was in AD 83 or 84 – is unknown, as is its location. Tacitus says it happened at Mons Graupius, which some modern historians believe was in the Bennachie range, about 20 miles north-west of Aberdeen. Tacitus writes that the Caldeonians had many leaders, but there was one, ‘superior to the rest in valour and in birth’, named Calgacus. It is not certain whether he is Tacitus’ invention, useful as a mouth in which to put the sentiments of the Caledonians, or a real person, for he is mentioned by no one else, and his name appears to be derived from a Celtic word for ‘swordsman’, but if he did exist, he is the first inhabitant of Scotland whose name has come down to us.


Tacitus loved to report speeches of those about to lead their men into battle, and this time he really went to town. He has Calgacus saying he was confident the day would see ‘the beginning of freedom for the whole of Britain’. To the Caledonians, slavery was ‘a thing unknown’. They had thought their remoteness ‘on the uttermost confines of the earth’ would save them from being ‘polluted’ by it. There were ‘no tribes beyond us, nothing indeed but waves and rocks’ but the Romans were even more terrible than those rocks. It was no use seeking to escape their oppression by ‘obedience and submission’. The Romans were the ‘robbers of the world’, whose lust for booty had ‘exhausted the land’. He continued: ‘If the enemy be rich, they are rapacious; if he be poor, they lust for dominion; neither the east nor the west has been able to satisfy them… To robbery, slaughter, plunder, they give the lying name of empire; they make a desert and call it peace.’


The Romans would take their enemies’ children and kin as slaves, steal their wealth, grab their harvests for their granaries. The Caledonians could expect no quarter from this dreadful foe, but they should not be afraid, as Rome owed its conquests to the disunity of those who should have stood together against it; now it was the Roman Army that would fall apart. Composed ‘of every variety of nations… Gauls and Germans, and, I blush to say, numerous Britons’, it was ‘held together by success and will be broken up by disaster.’ The Romans had ‘no wives to kindle their courage; no parents to taunt them with flight’. Their homes were far away and here they were ‘hemmed in’ by ‘a sky, a sea, and forests which are all unfamiliar to them … the gods have delivered them into our hands.’ Once the action started, the Britons would recognise their true interests, the Gauls would ‘remember past freedom’, and both would desert the Roman cause. When the Caledonians had defeated this army, there was ‘nothing to dread’. Roman forts were ungarrisoned, the people in their towns were disaffected. So was it to be liberty or slavery? ‘This field’, concluded Calgacus ‘is to decide’. His men showed their enthusiasm, notes Tacitus, ‘as is usual among barbarians, with songs, shouts and discordant cries.’ Then the ‘boldest warriors’ stepped forward.


The Romans were just as keen to get on with it, and Agricola had trouble holding them back, but he managed it for long enough to deliver a speech of his own. He praised his troops for their achievements: they had advanced ‘beyond the limits reached by former armies’ until they occupied ‘the last confines of Britain’. He reminded them that on their march, they had sometimes felt wearied by the ‘morasses, mountains, and rivers’ they had had to traverse, and that they had often cried impatiently: ‘When shall we have the enemy before us? When shall we fight?’ Well, now here he was, ‘driven from his lair’. Now they must remember that ‘everything favours the conqueror, everything is adverse to the vanquished.’ Safety lay in fighting and winning, but danger in retreat. They would lack supplies and ‘knowledge of the country’ and if the day should go against them, an ‘honourable death’ was better than ‘a life of shame… And it would be no inglorious end to perish on the extreme confines of earth and of nature.’


Agricola recalled that when the Caledonians had been attacking the IXth legion, the freshly arrived Roman reinforcements sent them packing ‘by a shout’. Of all the Britons, these were ‘the most confirmed runaways’, and indeed running was the only way they had been able to survive: ‘Just as when the huntsman penetrates the forest and the thicket, all the most courageous animals rush out upon him, while the timid and feeble are scared away by the very sound of his approach, so the bravest of the Britons have long since fallen; and the rest are a mere crowd of spiritless cowards.’ They were going to fight now not because they wanted to, but because the enemy had cornered them. ‘Extreme terror’ had rooted the Caledonians to the spot so that the Romans could achieve ‘a splendid and memorable victory’.


Agricola’s speech too was greeted with ‘a great outburst of enthusiasm’, though not presumably the ‘songs, shouts and discordant cries’ that could be expected from barbarians. Estimates of his strength vary from 17,000 to the 30,000 that would have given him parity with the Caledonian side. In the centre, he placed his 8,000 auxiliary infantry, with 3,000 cavalry on the wings. His legions he held back, because ‘his victory would be vastly more glorious if won without the loss of Roman blood’, but, of course, they could be thrown in should things go wrong.


The Caledonians had the advantage of high ground, but Calgacus had posted his vanguard on the plain, while the rest rose ‘arch-like’ up the slope of Mons Graupius. Soon the plain ‘resounded with noise and with the rapid movements of chariots and cavalry’. Afraid that the enemy might attack him on the flanks as well as frontally, Agricola widened his battle line, against the advice of some senior officers who also urged him to bring up his legions. The general not only rejected their suggestions, but also sent his horse away so he could lead his men on foot. The battle began with an exchange of missiles, which both sides withstood with ‘steadiness and skill’. Then Agricola ordered his auxiliaries from the Low Countries to close with the enemy, believing that the Caledonians would be hampered by their ‘small bucklers and unwieldy weapons’. Their huge swords were not pointed, which made it difficult for them in packed, close combat. For Agricola’s veterans, on the other hand, such engagements were meat and drink, and now they began to ‘close with the enemy, to strike them with their shields, to disfigure their faces’. They broke through the force on the plain, and then started to advance up the hill, as other auxiliaries joined in and began cutting down the Caledonians.


By now, the Caledonian cavalry had fled, and their charioteers could make no impression on the packed Roman infantry. It was a scene of great confusion, with chariots ‘destitute of guidance’ and riderless horses dashing wherever ‘panic urged them’. Then the Caledonians on top of the hill began moving down to try to help their beleaguered comrades. Fearing they might attack his troops in the rear, Agricola sent in his cavalry, and the Caledonians’ ‘repulse and rout was as severe as their onset had been furious’, while ‘the open plain presented an awful and hideous spectacle.’ The Romans pursued, wounded, captured, and slaughtered the enemy, who were fleeing ‘in whole battalions’. Some even rushed to the Romans unarmed, and ‘gave themselves up to death’. The field was covered with ‘scattered arms, corpses, and mangled limbs, and the earth reeked with blood.’ As they entered a forest, some of the fleeing Caledonians rallied and ambushed their pursuers, until Agricola, ‘who was present everywhere’ sent cavalry and light infantry to search the tribesmen out ‘like a party of huntsmen’. Then it became every Caledonian for himself, with each man seeking safety as best he could in the ‘distant and pathless wilds’. Only ‘night and weariness of bloodshed’ ended the Roman pursuit. Tacitus says 10,000 Caledonians were killed, against 360 on the Roman side. We hear nothing of the fate of Calgacus. What role did he play in the fighting? Was he killed? Did he escape? After delivering that rousing speech, he disappears back into the silence from which he momentarily emerged. When the action was over, ‘elated by their victory and their booty, the conquerors passed a night of merriment.’ Meanwhile, ‘amidst the mingled wailings of men and women’, the Caledonians tried to remove their wounded from the field. Then they fled from their homes, sometimes setting fire to them. The next morning revealed ‘the extent of the calamity’. Everything was now silent: ‘the hills were forsaken, houses were smoking in the distance, and no one was seen by the scouts’ sent off in all directions. The battle had happened right at the end of summer, and Agricola could advance no further, but had to lead his army back south, deliberately taking his time in order to ‘overawe’ the Scottish tribes.


So the Caledonians had been heavily defeated without Agricola ever having to commit his legionaries to the fight, but Mons Graupius was not a knockout blow in the way that Watling Street had been. Tacitus estimated that two thirds of the tribal army had been able to melt away from the killing grounds. Back in Rome, according to Tacitus, the emperor Domitian learned of Agricola’s victory with ‘joy in his face but anxiety in his heart’, fearing that the governor’s popularity and his evident military prowess might turn him into a dangerous rival. Agricola was awarded the ‘usual triumphal decorations’, but soon afterwards he was recalled from Britain, though by then he had served an unusually long stint as governor. Dio Cassius claims that Domitian had him murdered nine years later, but there is no evidence for this.


Disastrous as it must have seemed to the Caldeonians at the time, Mons Graupius would actually represent the high watermark of Roman power in Scotland. Tacitus complains that his father-in-law had ‘completely conquered’ Britain, and that his successors ‘let it go’. Agricola had built a major base at Inchtuthil, north of Perth on the river Tay, which could have been a springboard for further expeditions, but Rome began having to remove troops from Scotland to defend the empire’s Danube frontier, and in AD 87 Inchtuthil was abandoned. In AD 122, the emperor Hadrian began building his famous wall, which set a clear northern frontier for the province of Britain stretching from Bowness on the Solway Firth to Wallsend on the Tyne, and separated ‘the Romans from the barbarians’, as his biographer put it. Twenty years later, the emperor Antoninus Pius tried to push the frontier back 100 miles to the north by building a wall along the 36-mile gap between the Clyde and the Firth of Forth, but within two decades this Antonine Wall had to be abandoned in the face of continuous attacks. The Romans withdrew once again to Hadrian’s Wall and, in spite of a number of further attempts, they were never able to absorb Scotland into the empire.
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The Anglo-Saxon Conquest: Crecganford, AD 457 and Dyrham, AD 577


During the Anglo-Saxon Conquest, which took place over a century and a half, the Britons would suffer many defeats, but among the most disastrous were Crecganford, possibly modern Crayford, in AD 457 where 4,000 Britons were slain, and Dyrham 120 years later when the Saxons killed three British kings.


After nearly four centuries in Britain, the Romans began to leave as their empire started to fall apart. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which was compiled in the ninth century from earlier materials, recorded that in AD 409: ‘the Goths took the city of Rome by storm, and never afterwards did the Romans rule in Britain.’ But long before then, indeed by the end of the third century, Saxon raiders from modern-day Germany were already making life a misery for many people in the south and east of England, and some may well have settled in East Anglia, Essex, Kent, Sussex and the Isle of Wight. Unlike the Romans, the Saxons were not a disciplined professional army, but separate bands of adventurers hungry for land and plunder. Meanwhile, by the middle of the fourth century, the Picts and Scots were also mounting troublesome raids on Britain from Scotland. Before the Romans left, they had put in place a programme of improvements to coastal defences, but once they had gone, the Britons looked pretty helpless. Gildas, a sixth-century British monk who specialised in doom and gloom, said they were ‘utterly ignorant … of the art of war’, dismissing them as ‘timorous chickens’. Their Germanic foes, on the other hand, resembled ‘hungry and ravening wolves’ with ‘greedy jaws’, who ‘spread slaughter on every side’. Their depredations left Britain ‘entirely destitute of provisions’ while the people were butchered ‘like sheep’.


According to Gildas, around the middle of the fifth century the British notables had held a crisis meeting at which, a ‘proud tyrant’ named Vortigern, who seems to have been some kind of military overlord, had the bright idea of hiring the pagan Saxons as mercenaries to fight the Picts and Scots. The Romans had often used this kind of arrangement themselves, but Gildas considered it an extraordinary decision, like inviting ‘wolves into the sheep-fold’. The Saxons were ‘fierce and impious … a race hateful both to God and men’. The chronicler lamented: ‘Nothing was ever so pernicious to our country, nothing was ever so unlucky…. Those very people whom, when absent, they dreaded more than death itself, were invited to reside, as one may say, under the selfsame roof.’ The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle says that in AD 449, at Vortigern’s invitation, two brothers named Hengest and Horsa arrived in Britain, possibly at Ebbsfleet in Kent. Whether they were real people or mythical heroes is not clear; their names mean ‘stallion’ and ‘horse’ in Old English. The Historia Brittonum, a chronicle written in Wales in the ninth century, says they brought three ships full of men. At first, hiring Hengest and Horsa must have seemed like a good move, because the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records that Vortigern ‘ordered them to fight against the Picts, and so they did, and had victory wherever they came.’


The Saxons sent word back to Germany of the ‘worthlessness of the Britons and of the excellence of the land’, and men from other tribes such as the Angles and the Jutes began to arrive in England, though all of them tended to be described as ‘Saxon’. According to Gildas, disaster should have been foreseen: ‘Their mother-land, finding her first brood thus successful, sends forth a larger company of her wolfish offspring, which sailing over, join themselves to their bastard-born comrades. From that time the germ of iniquity and the root of contention planted their poison amongst us, as we deserved, and it shot forth into leaves and branches.’ At first, he said, the Britons provided their mercenaries with provisions, which ‘being plentifully bestowed, stopped their doggish mouths.’ Soon, though, the Saxons began to complain that these were ‘not furnished in sufficient abundance’. They ‘industriously aggravated each occasion of quarrel’ and threatened to apply their ‘sharp talons’ to despoil the whole island unless they were better rewarded.


The Historia Brittonum tells it slightly differently: Vortigern promised to supply the Saxons with clothing and provisions so long as they fought for him, but as more and more ‘barbarians’ arrived, the Britons could no longer afford to continue with this arrangement, so he said: ‘Your number is increased; your assistance is now unnecessary; you may, therefore, return home, for we can no longer support you.’ Hengest might have been a barbarian, but he was endowed with ‘craft and penetration’. He sent home for support, and sixteen vessels appeared, bringing not only ‘warlike troops’ but also his beautiful daughter. The Saxons then invited Vortigern to an ‘entertainment’, at which he ordered his daughter to ensure that the British king was well plied with wine and ale, so that he ‘might soon become intoxicated’. The plan worked so well that Vortigern ‘at the instigation of the devil’ fell madly in love with her and asked for her hand, promising her father anything he wished in return. Hengest said: ‘I’ll take Kent’, or words to that effect. It was duly handed over, while ‘the maid was delivered up to the king, who slept with her, and loved her exceedingly.’ Hengest, for his part, ordered another forty ships’ worth of men and attacked the Picts again. Then Vortigern is supposed to have started going badly off the rails, marrying his own daughter, and having a son by her.


By 455 the Britons and Saxons were at war, and Hengest and Horsa fought Vortigern at Agaeles threp – perhaps Aylesford in Kent. Horsa was killed, as possibly was one of Vortigern’s sons, but ‘Hengest succeeded to the kingdom and Aesc, his son.’ Despite all these ups and downs, according to the Historia Brittonum, Vortigern remained besotted by his beautiful Saxon wife and her kinsmen continued to run rings around him, offering ‘peace and perpetual friendship’ which he, ‘unsuspicious of treachery’, swallowed whole, while in reality the incomers were plotting the takeover of southern and eastern England. Not all the Britons were as compliant as Vortigern though, and the battle of 455 would be just the first encounter of a long war that lasted over a century and a half.


The main Saxon weapon was the spear, though those of noble blood and a few others would also use a double-edged sword, about 2 feet 6 inches long. Some soldiers carried a circular shield of leather and wood, but body armour and helmets were rare, and usually worn only by those of the highest rank. Tactics were not sophisticated, and most battles turned into grim hand-to-hand melees. As we have seen, though, Hengest was cunning. According to the Historia Brittonum he invited the top British soldiers and nobility to a feast, got them drunk, and then murdered 300 of them, insisting that Vortigern be spared so that he could be ransomed. The price of his liberty was Essex, Sussex and Middlesex, plus ‘other districts’. Not long after, the British king died in a fire or was swallowed up by the earth.


This being the Dark Ages, there is a great deal we do not know about the struggle between the Britons and the Saxons. It is clear however that fortunes ebbed back and forth. In one encounter, the Britons are said to have scored a notable victory by getting St Germanus to lead them. He taught the army to shout ‘hallelujah’ and this was enough to put the enemy to flight. However, they appear to have suffered a fairly decisive defeat in 457 at Crecganford, which some historians think may have been Crayford. There, says the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, Hengest and Aesc ‘slew 4,000’, suggesting this was one of the biggest battles of the conflict. The Britons then ‘forsook Kent and fled to London in great terror.’ This is the last reference in the Chronicle to London as a Romano-British city.


The Britons seem to have been gradually driven to the west. In 465, in one of a series of victories over the ‘Welsh’, the Saxons slew a dozen nobles. In 491, the South Saxons took Pevensey, perhaps the last British stronghold along the south coast, and killed all the inhabitants, who may have included many refugees from other places, so that ‘there was not even one Briton left there’ and seventeen years later, they killed a Welsh king and 5,000 men. By 519, they had taken Wessex, by 530 the Isle of Wight, and by the next decade, they were in control of Northumbria. For a time in the late fifth or early sixth century, according to Gildas, the Britons enjoyed better fortune, winning a number of significant victories. The Historia Brittonum credits some of them to ‘the magnanimous Arthur’, though he is never mentioned by Gildas. The Historia says he was commander in a dozen battles, and ‘in all these engagements the Britons were successful.’ Unfortunately for the Britons though, ‘the more the Saxons were vanquished, the more they sought for new supplies of Saxons from Germany.’
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