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In gratitude for the early inspiration of the writings of Dame Veronica Wedgwood




A people without history


Is not redeemed from time, for history is a pattern


Of timeless moments. So, while the light fails


On a winter’s afternoon, in a secluded chapel


History is now and England.


T.S. Eliot, Little Gidding from Four Quartets
















Preface to the 2018 edition


This book was written in the middle of the 1990s, when already knowledge of the nation’s history was fast slipping from the national psyche, especially that of the young. Story proved to be the herald of a sudden onrush of similar accounts, among them Norman Davies’s The Isles: A History (1999) followed by two multi-volume accounts, Simon Schama’s A History of Britain (2000) with its attendant television series, and, later, Peter Ackroyd’s The History of England series (2011–14). I have purposely read none of them.


In 1996 Story was the first single-volume narrative history of the country to have been written for decades. Those I refer to above have all been longer and heavier and, in the main, far more academic reads. Story makes no such pretension. The text, bar extending it down to the Referendum about the European Union in 2016, remains unchanged, as indeed does the premise of writing it, to provide for everyman an introductory history of our country.


The moment for Story to reappear is apposite for those who wonder what in our history led to such a dramatic decision not to become part of what amounted to a continental ‘empire’ with its ‘capital’ in Brussels. Knowledge of the whole sweep of our history from the departure of the Romans frames that decision within its true perspective. Whether it proves in the long run to have been a right or wrong one only history will tell.


Once again I owe a huge debt to my editor, Johanna Stephenson, and to the editorial team at Weidenfeld & Nicolson.


Roy Strong













Preface to the 1996 edition


This book was the idea of my literary agent, Felicity Bryan, whose daughter Alice could not be parted from Our Island Story, a book which introduced more than one generation to the subject of British history. The present publication, when it came to be written, took on a life of its own once I started. In fact it was unique in my writing career in almost telling me as I went along the direction it wanted me to go in. So it evolved into what one hopes might be an introduction for anyone of any age to the history of the island which the Romans first designated as Britain. In it, I hope, the reader will find his bearings in what has been conceived as a sustained narrative whose imperative has been less when and how than why.


Such a publication cannot ever be anything other than idiosyncratic. No writer can wholly shed his predilections and prejudices however hard he tries. So far as I can I will define these so that when and if encountered, they can be discounted. By the time this book is published I shall be sixty, which means that my earliest memories are those of the Second World War and of the fervent patriotism necessary for a nation under siege. I would describe myself as a conservative with a small ‘c’ by instinct, and a practising Christian of a variety which might be labelled progressive Anglican Catholic. My education took me to the Warburg Institute, whose orbit is the history of the classical tradition, so I am firmly a European in both my intellectual make-up and by political conviction. I am also a product of my own age, a lower middle-class boy who made his way upwards through hard work



and scholarships to join the ranks of the professional classes who now control the destiny of the country.


There is nothing particularly original about this book. Its span is so enormous that it could never be anything other than a synthesis of syntheses. It is built with gratitude on the work of others and where they disagree, as all academics do, I have inevitably, for a book of this general and introductory nature, had to settle on a compromise. Only in the case of the modern period have I indicated that historians are divided in their views. All I have attempted to achieve is to present a fair and balanced picture of successive ages bound together by a strong narrative which encourages the reader to turn the page and read on.


For those periods in which human beings emerge as distinct personalities with influence over events I have introduced the occasional biography in an attempt to set people within time. Up until Chaucer biography is virtually an impossibility, apart from kings, saints and statesmen, and even then it is difficult. In our own century I was equally defeated until I recalled Sir Isaiah Berlin once saying, ‘No great people any more’. That indeed may be true in what is the age of the common man, but it may equally reflect my own inability to find them. The choice of the biographies is mine, but I have tried to alight upon people who changed the direction of things.


This is the first time that I have read the entire history of Britain since I was an undergraduate in the 1950s, having inhabited in my academic work the cultural pastureland of Tudor and early Stuart England. British history has changed enormously since then, particularly by widening its terms of reference beyond the confines of politics and economics. That wider vision has been enriching and I have attempted to incorporate it, and indeed in doing so found the occasional biography a wonderful vehicle for demonstrating how the cultural and intellectual history of this country cannot be separated from the tide of political events. But I have avoided compiling a bibliography of the huge number of books I read and consulted, since any such list in a book of this nature is bound to be unhelpful for specific purposes.


History and its teaching has been very much in the public eye as I have been writing but I have avoided becoming entangled in things



like the National Curriculum, preferring to pursue my own solitary path. In the same way I have deliberately avoided reading any other general history of Britain for fear of any influence on my own pen. The guiding light has been the belief that a country which is ignorant of its past loses its identity.


The project has been a shared passion, fired and urged ever onward by my editor. An author is blessed by few remarkable editors in a lifetime but Julia MacRae is one of them. My voyage down the centuries has not been a lonely one. Whenever I have shown signs of flagging she has picked me up and put me firmly back at the prow of the ship of British history and urged me to sail on. Words cannot express my sense of gratitude to her. Publishing is teamwork and in the case of a large project like this must call for a commitment and vision in which everyone has a part to play. I am deeply grateful to all of them. Douglas Martin, the designer, has been obsessed as we all have with ensuring that the book is put together not only to look handsome in terms of design, but above all to entice the reader to read.


Over the illustrations, the initial picture research I undertook myself as I went along, choosing images which were not merely illustration but evidence, filling out the text and making the reader aware that what he was reading about was all around him or could be seen in museum and gallery collections. That initial selection has been hugely refined and improved by Diana Phillips, who has taken my guiding principles and gone on to look for the unusual and less familiar. The modern period in particular, which suffers from a surfeit of images, is her own.


It is one thing to write an introductory history of this kind. It is quite another thing to find someone not only knowledgeable across the whole canvas covered but sympathetic to the book’s aims. We were fortunate to alight upon Keith Perry, Head of History at St Paul’s School. He has saved me from many an error and too sweeping a generalisation and, in the case of the eighteenth century, a period whose politics I have always found difficult, his advice has been invaluable. Nor should I wish to forget the hard work in terms of editing put in by all Julia MacRae’s colleagues.




This project, I decided, demanded either two or twenty years. Alas, I have not got twenty to spare. In fact from initiation to publication it will add up to four. That decision to opt for the shorter period may have been foolhardy but it is one which has ensured a sense of pace, movement and energy. As I wrote the book I was intensely aware of the fact that the very idea of Britain was being deconstructed. Perhaps, I thought, this introductory history might make a younger generation of islanders give thought as to what it is which binds them together as being British.


Roy Strong


Herefordshire
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The Island


Britain is an island, and that fact is more important than any other in understanding its history. Only twice has it ever been conquered, once in 55 BC (before Christ) by the Romans and again in 1066 by the Normans.


The conquerors always had to have a dialogue with the conquered, producing, sooner or later, a mixed society with elements from both. In the main, however, the country was invaded piecemeal by those resilient enough to brave the rough waters of its encircling seas. Because of that difficulty the numbers which came, whether they were tribes from the Rhineland, Romans from the Mediterranean south, Anglo-Saxons from Germany or Vikings from Scandinavia, were always small. Once here they were absorbed into the existing population.


This simple fact, that anyone who came had to make a storm-tossed journey in a boat, accounts for two dominant characteristics of the British as a people: they are both inward and outward looking. The British still cherish their island as a domain separate and inviolate from the rest of the world. Arriving by air today does not remove the sense of entering something cut off. Even a tunnel running under the Channel does not eradicate the sense of a filter against the outside world, which, once passed through, has moulded what is immediately recognisable as Britain in the way of attitudes, style and ideas. Unlike other European countries, the boundaries of what was to be Britain were drawn at the outset by its geographical formation.


At the same time this has made the British people voyagers and



travellers, for in order to learn about the world outside they had to leave the island sanctuary. Scholars and pilgrims have traversed Europe and the Middle East, men of God have crossed the globe to convert the unbeliever, discoverers have sailed the furthest oceans in search of new lands, and thousands of its inhabitants have emigrated to found new countries. Hemmed in by its waters, Britain has produced a people who have had to be, and on the whole still are, tolerant of each other’s differences. The British by nature are in love with what they regard as the security of their island and the tranquillity of life which that engenders. It explains their innate conservatism, their ability to compromise, their pragmatism as well as their quite revolutionary voyages of the mind. Island claustrophobia must also account for the great geniuses of our history, a William Shakespeare or an Isaac Newton, for example, whose minds explode beyond island confines in search of universal truth.


If the reality of being an island is central to its history, so is Britain’s terrain and climate. It is a country divided into highland and lowland zones. To the north and west rise hills and mountains, some as high as 4,000 feet, with poor soil, high rainfall and cold conditions. Even today such parts of the country remain remote and difficult of access, but in earlier centuries they were all but cut off. On the whole they were poor but they held wealth in the form of minerals: lead in North Wales, Derbyshire, Yorkshire and Anglesey, gold in Wales, tin in Cornwall and iron in the Forest of Dean. To the east and south stretched the lowlands with rich fertile soil, a far gentler climate with river valleys and a domain that made communications much easier. Its wealth was of another kind, abundant cornfields, and lush pasturage for sheep and cattle which produced meat, leather and, above all, wool.


From the very beginning Britain’s geography also defined the central theme of its internal history: the tension between the highlands and lowlands, between Scotland and Wales and the Midlands and the south. Time and again that drama was to be played out over centuries. The lowlands, however, were far more exposed to settlers than the rest of the country, for geographically they faced the Channel across which nearly all the settlers came. When Julius Caesar finally decided



to conquer the island in 55 BC he was to bring with him the civilisation of an empire that spanned the known world. He looked across the Channel at a very different, far more primitive culture, that of the Celts, the last of a long line stretching back over 300,000 years to when the country had not been an island but physically part of Europe, where a few hunters had strayed, and then found themselves severed by the massive land change which created the Channel.


For 400 years Britain was to be part of the great empire of Rome until, at the beginning of the fifth century, the Romans withdrew their legions and the island was left to seek its own salvation in the face of the raids of barbarian tribes from the north. That union of Britain with parts of continental Europe was to be the dominant theme in her history for the next 1,000 years. Later, in the eleventh century, a second invasion by the Normans united England with a large part of what is modern France. That empire expanded and contracted for 500 years until in 1558, the last remaining outpost, the port of Calais, surrendered to the French king.


By then America had been discovered and men could look west for the first time. Before that only Ireland lay beyond the island of Britain and man’s gaze was fixed firmly eastwards. These were centuries when Britain lay on the very edge of what was the known world, one whose focal point during the pagan ages was Rome and in the Christian ones that followed, Jerusalem. Its remote geographical position, however, was no index of its importance, for it was invaded for a reason. It was wealthy and had the potential of being a power base to sustain empires beyond its watery frontiers. In the Middle Ages the kings of England were to run the most advanced state in Western Europe. But when the Roman legions set sail to conquer the island of Britain, all that lay in the future.











[image: leaf1]  2  [image: leaf2]


Britannia


The island enters written history for the first time in a passage that records the visit to the Cornish peninsula of a Greek sea captain, Pytheas of Marseilles, about 320 BC. He describes how the natives mined tin and transported it in wickerwork boats covered in hides to what is now St Michael’s Mount, where it was sold to foreign merchants, in the main from Gaul. Pytheas went on to circumnavigate the whole island, a remarkable achievement, giving the civilised Greek world a glimpse of the country the Romans were to call Britannia. The natives, he records, lived in wattle or wooden huts, storing their grain in underground silos and drinking a brew made from corn and honey. They were ruled by many kings and chiefs and, if they did fight, they rode into battle in chariots.


Thereafter silence descends and Britain becomes again a land of mystery, only dispelled by the coming of the Romans. That mystery was lifted because the Romans, like the Greeks, could read and write, and it is largely from what they wrote that we are able to tell the island’s history. But it is history from their viewpoint, for they were the victors over a people who were illiterate and left no written records. We only know the Roman side of the story. The Celtic one would no doubt have been very different.


Pytheas was giving us a glimpse of that society. The Celts were tribes from the upper Danube who radiated outwards from there, eventually settling in Italy, Spain and Britain. They were an agricultural people who lived in farmsteads or villages, tending their pigs,



goats, sheep and cattle and cultivating the soil, by means of a shallow plough, to produce corn. Such settlements could be large. They were surrounded by defensive palisades or earthbanks such as the famous one that still survives at Maiden Castle, near Dorchester in Dorset. The Celts were, in fact, an advanced people. They could spin and weave and also make pottery, besides being skilled in metalwork. Some of their artefacts that have been excavated are of great beauty, making use of bold abstract forms. They arrived in Britain from about 700 BC, quickly taking over from the primitive peoples who were already there.


The Celts were of striking appearance, tall with fair skin, blue eyes and blond hair. Their everyday dress consisted of a tunic over which they wore a cloak fastened by a brooch. They loved brilliant colours and gold jewellery. Each tribe dominated an area of the country, such as the Iceni in the north-east or the Brigantes in the north. Each too had its own king, below whom the people were divided into three classes. There were the nobles, together with their retainers, whose prime task was to fight. They rode into battle on horseback or in chariots, uttering horrendous cries and wielding iron swords in such a way that any enemy was terrified at their approach. Next there were the Druids. They were drawn from the noble class and their role was to act as judges and teachers but, above all, to deal with the gods by means of charms, magic and incantations. The Celts were dominated by the supernatural in the form of the spirits of woods, rivers, sea and sky. Religious rites and ceremonies took place in sacred groves in which, when the gods were angry, propitiation was offered in the form of burning men alive encased in wickerwork cages. Below the nobles and the Druids there was the vast mass, little more than slaves working the soil. The Celts were a people with powerful traditions handed on from one generation to the next by word of mouth.


For about 600 years they were left unmolested until, in the middle of the first century BC, Julius Caesar decided to conquer them. What inspired him was the knowledge that another tribe of the Belgae, whom he had just conquered in Gaul, was in the south-west of England and that they had had contact with their defeated brethren in north-west



France. On 26 August 55 BC, some 10,000 men and 500 cavalry set sail from Boulogne and landed somewhere between Dover and Deal. The highly efficient Roman army had little difficulty in routing the local Celtic chieftains. Caesar carefully noted the way that they fought and how quickly they surrendered, and determined to return the following year. On 6 July 54 BC an even larger army set sail, this time with 5,000 legionaries or foot soldiers and 2,000 cavalry in some 800 boats. They landed in the same area as before and again defeated the Britons but, as their fleet had been wrecked in a storm, they were forced to return to the beach and repair it. In the meantime the British tribal leader Cassivellaunus rallied the Britons. Then the Romans began to push northwards, crossing the river Thames and conquering the whole of the south-east. The approach of winter meant that they had to make the crossing to Gaul before the really bad weather set in, and so peace was made with the British chiefs, who handed over hostages and promised an annual ransom.


Nothing is then heard for a century. The reason for this is a simple one, for during these years the tempestuous events that led to the creation of the Roman Empire took place. While the battles raged that led up to that event, an island on its fringes was an irrelevance. Four centuries later, when the Romans abandoned Britain, that was to happen again, the army being needed this time to support the empire in its heartlands. During the intervening years the Celtic kingdoms became much more organised, with tribes like the Atrebates whose capital was at Silchester, the Catuvellauni centred on Prae Wood near St Albans, and the Trinovantes at Camulodunum later Colchester. Beyond these, in the south-west peninsula and in the mountains of Wales and Scotland, lived tribes whose existence was extremely primitive.


It was only ever a matter of time before the Romans would return to the subject of the island. Its conquest had always remained on the agenda, but it was not until AD (Anno Domini, ‘in the year of Our Lord’) 40 that an army was poised to invade. That invasion was in fact called off at the last minute, but four years later everything came together for a massive attack. The warring tribes within the country had called on the Romans to intervene. More important, the Romans



realised the potential of the island in terms of its mineral wealth and corn production. They knew too that until Druidism was wiped out in Britain it would continue to flourish in Gaul, with all the appalling human sacrifice which they abhorred. Last, but by no means least, there was a new emperor, Claudius, who was in urgent need of a great military victory to secure his power over the empire.


In late April or May four legions, 40,000 men in all, led by Aulus Plautius, crossed the Channel and landed at Richborough in Kent. From there they proceeded across the river Medway and defeated the Britons. To achieve this the Roman soldiers had to swim the river in full equipment and then engage in a battle that lasted two days. The Britons retreated and the Romans continued their advance, crossing the Thames. There was then a short pause to allow time for the arrival of the emperor, who brought elephants with him to overawe the enemy. The campaign could then restart. The Romans advanced on Camulodunum, which they stormed and took, making it the capital of a new province of the Roman Empire which they called Britannia. At this point many Celtic kings surrendered and the Emperor Claudius, after having been in the country only sixteen days, left for Rome where he was accorded a mighty imperial triumph. The Romans erected arches to commemorate such victories, and the one dedicated to Britain bore an inscription which ran: ‘He subdued eleven kings of Britain without any reverse, and received their surrender, and was the first to bring barbarian nations beyond the ocean under Roman sway.’


Aulus Plautius had been left in Britain as its first governor, with the task of continuing the conquest. Three legions set off in three different directions: one north, one to the Midlands and one westwards. The Celts believed their strength to be in their hill forts with their great earthwork ramparts but they were to prove no safeguard against the Roman soldiers, whose artillery battered the defences and burned down the gates. In this first campaign the Romans conquered up to a line which ran from Exeter to Lincoln. In AD 47 Aulus Plautius retired and was succeeded by Publius Ostorius Scapula who renewed the Roman advance, pushing far north and west.


The Celts were not without their heroes. One was Caractacus, king



of the Catuvellauni, who resisted the Romans for nine long years, being driven to seek refuge first with the Silures in South Wales and then move northwards to the Brigantes, where he was defeated and handed over to the Romans by their queen. He and his family were transported to Rome and made to walk through the streets of the city. Such was the admiration of the populace for the courage and bearing of this Celtic prince that Caractacus and his family were pardoned.


More serious was the resistance of the queen of the Iceni, Boudicca. By then a new governor, Suetonius Paulinus, had come and the Romans had begun seriously to set about colonising the country. The towns of Camulodunum (Colchester) and Verulamium (St Albans) had been founded and the sacred groves of the Druids on the isle of Anglesey had been wiped out. The Britons were reduced to being a subject people forced to pay large sums to the Romans. In the case of the Iceni, their land had been annexed, their queen, Boudicca, scourged and her daughters violated. Such actions by the Romans unleashed a savage rebellion led by Boudicca, a woman of strong character. A Roman historian describes her thus:


In stature she was very tall, in appearance most terrifying, her glance was fierce, her voice harsh; a great mass of tawniest hair fell to her hips; around her neck was a large golden torc [choker]; she wore, as usual, a tunic of various colours over which a thick mantle was fastened by a brooch.


The Iceni joined with the Trinovantes and other tribes and took the new Roman capital of Camulodunum, butchering its inhabitants. They defeated part of the IX Legion which had hastened south from Lincoln to meet the crisis. Verulamium and London too fell to Boudicca, and in all some seventy thousand people were massacred. But Paulinus at last rallied his legions and somewhere near either Coventry or Lichfield the Britons were defeated, Boudicca taking poison.


In AD 77 Cnaeus Iulius Agricola arrived as governor and it was to be under him that Britain took on its character as a province of the empire. Agricola springs to life thanks to a biography of him by his son-in-law,



the historian Tacitus, who wrote: ‘You would readily have believed him to be a good man, and gladly to be a great one.’ Agricola was born in Gaul. His father was a Roman senator. Educated at Marseilles in rhetoric and philosophy, he actually began his career in Britain during the peaceful part of Suetonius Paulinus’ governorship. Thereafter he worked his way up the ladder, serving in various parts of the empire including Britain until, at last, he was appointed its governor, a position he occupied for the unprecedented period of seven years. During that time he advanced and conquered Scotland. For the first time the whole island was under single rule and to celebrate this a vast triumphal arch was built at Richborough; its foundations are still visible today. But trouble in the mainland empire led to the abandonment of Scotland so that, as Tacitus wrote, ‘the conquest of Britain was completed and immediately let go’.


In the long run this retreat from Scotland was to prove a major reason for the collapse of Roman Britain. All along it was realised that the country could only flourish if the wild tribes were kept firmly out. Initially it was the three great fortresses of York, Chester and Caerleon which were built to house the legions upon which this depended, but in AD 122 the Roman Emperor Hadrian came to Britain and ordered the building of a wall 80 miles long, stretching from the Tyne to the Solway. It was a stupendous project and much of it still stands. It was never less than eight feet thick and fifteen feet high. Every 15 miles there was a fort, and between each fort there were two watchtowers. In addition there were sixteen really major forts. On the enemy side there was a ditch as protection and a second on the Roman side to facilitate transportation of supplies. No less than 9,500 men were needed to man the wall.


In this way Roman Britain was created and existed in peace and security for several hundred years. Tacitus describes how that was achieved:


In order that a people, hitherto scattered and uncivilised and therefore ready for war, might become accustomed to peace and ease, Agricola encouraged individuals and helped communities to build temples, fora, and houses . . . Further, he trained the sons of the chiefs in



the liberal arts and expressed a preference for British natural ability over the trained abilities of the Gauls. The result was that the people who used to reject the Latin language, began to aspire to rhetoric. Further, the wearing of our national dress came to be esteemed and the toga came into fashion. And so little by little, the Britons were seduced into alluring vices: arcades, baths and sumptuous banquets. In their simplicity they called such novelties ‘civilisation’, when in reality they were part of their enslavement.


The Romans were to leave a mighty legacy that was to change the face of the island and its history.
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Roman Britain


Everywhere the Romans went they took their civilisation with them, one that had evolved in the warm south of the Mediterranean. Although mostly sensitive to the peoples they conquered, they nonetheless superimposed upon them a whole way of life. The ruins of their cities and villas that we can still visit today are remarkable, above all for the fact that, whether they are in Africa, the Middle East or Britain, they are all the same, both in their planning and use of classical architecture. And these were not the only things which were uniform: so was the structure of government the Romans imposed upon their empire, and its language, both spoken and written, which was Latin.


For four centuries Britain was one province of the greatest empire the world has ever known. That the Romans could transform the Celts with such speed was due to the fact that their army was also their civilisation on the move. Among the thousands of soldiers there would be those who knew how to read and write, plan cities and design buildings. There were others who could construct roads and waterways or possessed skills such as medicine. Without these abilities such a rapid transformation could not have taken place, one which saw a scattered rural society change itself into a society whose focus was to be something quite new, the town.


The army combined strength with knowledge, and Roman Britain was to burgeon and prosper as long as it remained. The province called for 55,000 men to maintain it, initially as an army of occupation but later as one defending what had become Romano-British society.



These soldiers were divided into two groups, the first being made up of legions all of whose members were Roman citizens. Citizenship could be granted by the emperor to anyone and gave that person not only certain rights but status within society. Legionaries came from all over the empire, not only from Italy but from places like Spain and Gaul. Each legion was made up of 5,500, of which 120 were cavalry, and each, in the early days of empire, was commanded by a Roman senator, a member of the governing body, with 59 senior officers or centurions below him.


There was a second group called the auxiliaries. They too could come from anywhere but were unlikely to be Roman citizens, a privilege that was only extended to them later. These men were employed for various specialist purposes such as archers, slingers or skirmishers. To both these groups of land forces must be added a fleet, probably based in Dover, whose main task was to patrol the seas against any potential invaders.


Roman soldiers looked very different from the Celts they defeated. They wore metal helmets and articulated plate armour and carried shields of wood and leather with a sword and dagger suspended from a belt. Each legionary had to carry two javelins which, on going into battle, were hurled at the enemy, after which the sword and dagger came into play in hand-to-hand combat. Their life was one of unremitting discipline, with a 19-mile march and drill twice a day, every day. A high degree of fitness was demanded so that a legionary could leap fully armed onto a horse or swim with all his equipment across a river.


Dotted across Britain, the legions were established in forts sited to achieve maximum strategic defence. These forts were all laid out to a uniform pattern, rectangles of 50 acres or more housing upwards of 6,000 men. In the centre of the enclosure was the general’s headquarters with a road crossing in front dividing the site into two, and a second road leading up to it. In this way the area was divided into three blocks containing barracks, hospitals, granaries, storerooms, bathhouses, stables and workshops. Outside the confines of the fort there were private houses for the soldiers’ families, temples for worship and an amphitheatre for sports and entertainment.




The army, after its initial conquest of the island, spent the majority of its time in peacetime tasks. The most important of these was governing the country. At its head was the governor, appointed directly by the emperor for a period of between three and five years. He was always chosen from among the most outstanding of the legionary commanders. The governor resided in London, which by AD 60 had become the administrative capital of Britain, as it has been ever since. The governor was complemented by a second official of almost equal power and independent of him, the procurator, again appointed by the emperor. He was the Civil Servant in charge of finances, seeing that taxes were collected and that the army was paid.


The system of government was not only made up of a network of garrisons stretching over the country but also of towns connected by roads. Roads were constructed by the legionaries as they conquered the country, and were essential for ensuring the swift movement of goods and commerce. These great highways, some twenty to twenty-four feet wide, were carefully built up in several layers of sand, gravel and stones and subject to constant maintenance. They are easily recognisable today in any stretch of the straight road connecting two towns whose origins were Roman. The network was not haphazard either for they all converged on London, giving it a primacy that has never been lost.


The greatest change of all, however, was the introduction of towns. To the Romans, urban life was the only one they recognised, something totally alien to the Celts, who dwelt in scattered enclosures, often on hilltops. From the very outset the Romans began erecting towns of their native Italy. They were all laid out to a similar pattern, a rectangular grid of streets covering anything between 100 and 300 acres. At the centre there would be a group of public buildings: a forum surrounded by a colonnade which acted as a civic centre with a marketplace either in or near it; on one side there would be the basilica or town hall from where the town was governed and where the law courts were situated. These headed a long list of other communal buildings that embodied the Roman way of life, to which the Celts were successfully converted. Each town had it own public baths, often



several of them, with elaborate changing rooms, a gym, cold baths, and rooms which ranged in temperature from tepid to hot. The Romans were masters in handling water, everything from aqueducts to bring it from rivers and springs outside a town to the drainage and sewerage within.


Each town also had its own amphitheatre on the outskirts, a large oval area surrounded by tiered wooden seats where races, combats, beast hunts and bear-and bull-baiting could take place. Some also had theatres which were similar in construction but D-shaped, where the citizen could enjoy plays, pantomime, singing and recitation. Both inside and outside the built-up area there would be many temples dedicated to the gods, not only the Romans ones, such as Jupiter, Juno and Minerva, but also to the emperor as a living god. At Camulodunum there was the headquarters of the imperial cult, with a huge temple which was the setting for ceremonies acted annually by delegates from all over the island. Over the centuries, shops which began as being of wood set on a stone base gradually became ones entirely built of stone. Initially the towns were constructed without walls but later, as the theatre of invasion multiplied, they were added.


For the Romans, towns were an essential element of the pattern of government which they introduced. Each town had a senate, an assembly of its most important citizens. Four magistrates were elected annually, two to act as judges and two others to control finance and building. In this way, fanning out from London along the roads, the decrees of the emperor and the orders of the governor and the procurator reached the furthest boundaries of the island.


Unlike the small Celtic rural communities, towns were by no means self-sufficient, for they depended on foodstuffs being brought into the marketplaces along the roads by cart from the countryside. The countryside, too, underwent a reorganisation in the form of the villa, a change which was far less revolutionary to the indigenous population. Villas began as the main farmhouse of an estate around which the old Celtic native huts clustered. They were simple but comfortable structures with central communal rooms and wings projecting at either end, and verandahs around them. Only the most splendid were of such a size



as to form a complete courtyard. As time passed they became more luxurious with comforts like under-floor heating, mosaic floors and wall paintings. Occasionally, as at Fishbourne, they could almost be palaces. That villa covered no less than 5 acres with a colonnaded courtyard at its heart, and walls adorned with imported marble.


These villas presided over an agriculture which was not so very different from that practised by the Celts. The Romans, however, introduced new vegetables such as the cabbage, peas, parsnips and turnips, and new fruits too, apples, plums, cherries and walnuts. Better varieties of cattle were imported and the domestic cat arrived. Flowers such as the lily, rose, pansy and poppy were brought not only for their medicinal properties but for their decorative ones as well. For the first time men made gardens.


From the farms the produce not only went to the towns but, in the case of grain, to the ports for export to the continental mainland. Tin, copper, lead and, above all, iron ore, were excavated. Stone was quarried for building. Bricks and tiles were manufactured and jewellery, pottery and glass were made. With an abundance of wool, a textile industry developed.


Roman Britain was held together by a strong system of government. The creation of towns and villas formed a ruling class, one which could, and indeed did, include Celts who were Romanised, lived in towns and spoke Latin. In the country Celtic survived as the language of the peasantry. This new governing class was also in part held together by worship of the emperor, and through that gained allegiance to the whole idea of the Roman Empire.


The Romans, however, were tolerant in matters of religion, except in the case of cults that involved human sacrifice. That was why they eradicated the Druids. Otherwise the gods of the Celts lived on, side by side with those introduced by the Romans. Later came new cults such as that of the Persian god Mithras or the Egyptian goddess Isis. Christianity, too, reached Britain. As early as the beginning of the third century it was written that ‘parts of Britain inaccessible to the Romans have been subjected to Christ’. Its early history is extremely obscure until, at the beginning of the fourth century, Christianity became the



official faith of the Roman Empire. In AD 391 the Emperor Theodosius ordered the closure of all pagan temples. By then the British Church was highly organised, sending its bishops as delegates to the great councils held on the mainland.


At its height in the third and early fourth centuries Roman Britain must have been spectacular, with its bustling, prosperous towns adorned with handsome public buildings and its countryside dotted with gracious villas. Life seemed full only of certainties, abundant food, ease of travel and increasing wealth. Little thought was given to the savage tribes that lived on the other side of Hadrian’s wall, let alone those who could cross the seas. Even if these wild peoples did erupt from time to time to disturb the imperial peace, they were soon put to flight by the military might of the legions. Everything worked as long as those legions were in place. When circumstances arose which would lead to their withdrawal, the civilisation of Roman Britain was seen to be hanging by a thread.
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Darkness and Dawn


Roman Britain was a fragile civilisation on the fringes of a mighty empire. When that empire began to break up, the legions were called back from its frontiers to cope with threats at its heart. Britain had always depended for its existence on the legions to keep at bay the barbarians on the other side of Hadrian’s wall, and on the fleet which had patrolled the Channel warding off invaders from the continental mainland. The country looked to Rome also for its system of government, law and order, one which stretched downwards from the emperor through his governor and procurator to the officers who ran the towns scattered across the country. Once the army and the fleet were gone Britain was left unprotected and devoid of any central authority. The inhabitants had not been trained to meet that need when it arose, which made them even more vulnerable when the attacks from outside began.


All of this, however, did not happen at once. In dramatic contrast to the Roman conquest, that by the barbarians was to be a long drawn-out process which dragged on for 200 years. It was only by the sixth century that a different map of Britain began to emerge, one made up of a series of small independent kingdoms which bore little relation to what the Romans had created. These centuries are known as the Dark Ages, dark because a whole civilisation disintegrated, dark also because our knowledge of what actually took place is very fragmentary. It has to be pieced together from the very few written accounts compiled a long time after the events which they describe, and from what has been discovered through archaeology.




The threats from outside were there from the beginning, but from the third century they began to be serious. There would be sudden attacks, but these were often followed by deceptively long periods of peace that lulled the Britons into a false sense of security. By the beginning of the fourth century, however, the raids accelerated and it was clear that this time there was to be no rest. Invaders came from every direction. There were the Scots from Ireland who attacked the west, the Picts from the far north who crossed Hadrian’s wall and penetrated south, and the Anglo-Saxons who landed in the south-east and East Anglia. The Anglo-Saxons were made up of various tribes who came from an area stretching between the mouths of the rivers Rhine and Elbe. In the long run they were to be the dominant force in forging what was to be Anglo-Saxon England. A group of them was called Engle, and from that came the word England.


When the raids first began the Romans responded by constructing a series of fortresses along what they designated the Saxon Shore, an area of coastline running from Brancaster to Portchester, near Portsmouth. Soon the Romans could no longer maintain a fleet and the country’s defences dwindled to what legions remained. In 367 there was an appalling attack, so severe that even London was besieged. The problem was that it was impossible to fight on every frontier. The south-east was defended only at the expense of leaving the north unprotected. Indeed, gradually the north was abandoned and a series of small border kingdoms emerged, whose task it was to ward off the Picts. That signalled the opening phase of the disintegration of what had been Roman Britain.


In 410 the Emperor Honorius told the British that they must fend for themselves. The Romans abandoned Britain and the last of the legions departed. The rich towns and gracious villas stood unprotected, easy prey for the barbarians who now arrived annually. Each spring they came from across the seas for a season of plundering and looting, burning and sacking the villas and destroying towns. Each autumn they returned home until gradually they chose instead to settle. The Britons were faced with a cruel choice, either to flee or to come to some kind of agreement with them. Some did leave the country, burying their



valuables in the hope of returning in happier times. But most remained. Their solution was to give land to the barbarians in return for military service in their defence.


In the middle of the fifth century there were settlers all over the country. By then the villa life of the Romans had had to be abandoned. Most of the towns carried on within their walls. As the attacks became even more severe, there was sometimes a retreat to more easily defended hilltop sites. All around them the Britons saw the way of life they had taken for granted gradually grind to a halt. Pottery and glass, for example, ceased to be made. Then the coinage stopped, which meant the collapse of trade and commerce. While this was happening the Christian religion thrived and the Church, in spite of the troubled times, sent representatives to the great councils that took place on the continental mainland. To many it must have seemed that the end of the world was at hand. One such was a British priest, Gildas, who, looking back from the mid-sixth century, gives us an impression of the atmosphere of the age. He describes how ‘loathsome hordes of Scots and Picts eagerly emerged from coracles [a form of boat] that carried them across the gulf of the sea like dark swarms of worms’. Monasteries and churches were pillaged and pitiful appeals were made to Rome for help: ‘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.’


The Romans always called anyone who was not Roman a barbarian. However violent the Anglo-Saxons, they were a people with their own rich traditions. They were pagans who worshipped gods such as Woden, Thunor or Frig, whose names were to be the origin of our Wednesday, Thursday and Friday. They had no interest in the Roman way of life. Their society was very differently structured. At the top came the nobles who fought, next the ceorls who farmed and, at the bottom, slaves. The Anglo-Saxons were not town-dwellers, living instead in wooden villages in clusters of huts around a large central hall. Unlike the Britons, their whole existence was war. Fighting bound them together in ties of loyalty to their leaders. Loyalty was seen as the greatest of human virtues and, as a consequence, the most detestable of



all crimes was the betrayal of a king. In their own way they were civilised, producing heroic poetry and magnificent art summed up in the splendid objects found in an early seventh-century king’s tomb known as the Sutton Hoo treasure, which is now in the British Museum. Beneath a vast mound of earth the king lay in a huge ship surrounded by weapons and jewels, a helmet, shield and purse, all objects of great beauty and skilful workmanship, rich with the figures of birds, animal heads and dragons. The ship called for forty oarsmen to row this chief to the next world.


Sooner or later these two groups of people with two divergent ways of living were destined to clash. One account of how this happened describes how most of lowland Britain came under the rule of a man called Vortigern, who in 449 invited a group of Anglo-Saxons led by Hengist and Horsa to settle in Kent and fight on his behalf. But not long after, they rose in revolt, leading to a long series of battles for the remainder of the century. During this period there emerged a British hero called Ambrosius Aurelianus and there was a great victory over the Anglo-Saxons at a place called Mons Badonicus. But nothing is known about this hero beyond his name, nor the precise date of the decisive battle. After it there followed half a century of peace. Everything is shrouded in mystery, so much so that several centuries later a British hero was invented. He was King Arthur.


Although the British victories delayed the Anglo-Saxons, by the close of the next century Roman Britain had vanished piecemeal, eroded bit by bit as chiefs landed in various parts of the country and carved out small kingdoms for themselves. In the south-east there were the kingdom of Kent and the south Saxon kingdom. In the east were the kingdom of the East Saxons, the East Angles and that of Lindsey. In the Midlands there was the kingdom of Mercia and in the north that of Northumbria. Finally, in the south-west there was that of Wessex. It took a century for all these gradually to take shape. Their relationship with one another was in the main one of war. In 577 the Anglo-Saxons took the three great Roman towns of Bath, Cirencester and Gloucester. Those who could fled either into Wales or into the south-west peninsula called the kingdom of Dumnonia.




England was now made up of a series of small warring kingdoms. All that held them together was a tradition whereby one of those kings was recognised as having some kind of supremacy over the others, expressed in the title bretwalda. This was a turbulent age during which first one kingdom was dominant and then another. Early in the seventh century it was Northumbria under Edwin, until he was killed in battle by the British. Then it was the turn of Mercia under Offa. What is so striking is that with these barbarian kings the memory and tradition of the Roman Empire still lingered. Offa’s coinage imitates that of a Roman emperor and, even more startling, he built his own version of Hadrian’s wall, a great earthwork or dyke of 150 miles along the Welsh border. Finally in 825 Mercia was defeated by Wessex.


Amidst all this confusion and seemingly unending destruction there emerged a remarkable civilisation. By the eighth century, men whose grandfathers had been heathen barbarians had not only been converted to Christianity but had gone on to found churches and monasteries that were to be centres of art and learning of a kind which was to act as a beacon shining out across the rest of Western Europe. This revolution came about by the action of the head of the Church, the Pope, Gregory the Great, in sending a mission to convert the Anglo-Saxons in 597. That had been inspired many years before in Rome, when he had seen a group of fair-haired youths and asked who they were and their country of origin. He was told that they were Engles or Angles, in Latin Angli. The Pope is said to have remarked that he saw them not as Angli but Angeli, that is, angels.


What is so surprising about the old British Church is that it made no attempt to convert the invaders. In the fifth century St Patrick had set about converting the Irish and establishing the Celtic Church. In the following century it was to be the Celtic Church that would send missionaries to evangelise the north of England. St Columba set up a base on the tiny island of Iona from which to preach to the Picts. The real turning point, however, was the papal mission to the south-east led by St Augustine. The king of Kent, Ethelbert, was married to a Christian Frankish princess who practised her faith within the royal household. When Augustine landed, the king, fearing magic, insisted



that his meeting with the missionaries take place beneath an open sky. Out of this came the grant of a place in Canterbury in which they could live and had permission to preach. Soon there were many converts, and old churches began to be restored and new ones built. After a year Ethelbert himself became Christian. Augustine was consecrated Bishop and later Archbishop of Canterbury. He began to construct on the ruins of the old Roman Christian church a new one whose descendant is our present cathedral.


That mission was only the beginning of the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons, a task that took most of the seventh century to achieve. It was accomplished by the Roman missionaries from the south going north and the Celtic missionaries from the north moving south. There were huge setbacks. On the death of Ethelbert the mission was almost extinguished but somehow it survived. When Ethelbert’s daughter had married Edwin, king of Northumbria, he too converted but Christianity foundered when he was killed. A later Northumbrian king, Oswald, turned to Celtic monks to re-Christianise the country. In 635 St Aidan settled on the island of Lindisfarne and began his work of conversion. At about the same time Wessex became Christian and then, later, Mercia.


Everywhere churches and monasteries sprang up as the Celtic and Roman missionaries triumphed, but they also clashed. The problem was that the Celtic Church followed the old British Church, which in its isolation had developed traditions that were different from those of the Roman missionaries. They celebrated Easter on a different day, for instance. Their bishops, too, were free-roaming, whereas the Roman bishops each had a diocese, a fixed area of the country over which they presided. Their monasteries were also different, for the Celts could have ones for both sexes together. In 664 a meeting was held to resolve these differences, the Synod of Whitby, in which the Roman case representing universal practice elsewhere carried the day. Six years later the Pope sent a great archbishop, Theodore of Tarsus, whose arrival signalled the golden age of the Anglo-Saxon Church.


For a century the Church was the focus of great enthusiasm, attracting members of royal and noble families to enter the monastic life. Anglo-Saxon kings often went on pilgrimage to Rome. Monks crossed



from England to convert those who still lived in the lands from which their ancestors had come. Along with the Christian faith they carried also the fruits of a great cultural renaissance that had taken place in England, stemming from Rome and the Celtic Church. And Theodore brought the learning embodied in the writings of the ancient world of Greece and Rome as they had survived through the Dark Ages, along with the great works of early Christian scholars and theologians. Monasteries such as Canterbury and Malmesbury became centres of teaching where both Greek and Latin were taught, together with what were called the Seven Liberal Arts, subjects that for over a thousand years were regarded as embracing the sum of human knowledge: the trivium, grammar or the art of writing, rhetoric or the art of speaking, and dialectic, that of reasoned argument; and the quadrivium, which consisted of arithmetic, geometry, astronomy and music. Combined, these seven topics were all seen as essential for expounding the mysteries of the scriptures.


The most famous of all these scholars was the monk Bede (c.673–735), who celebrated this age in the following way:


And certainly there were never happier times since the English sought Britain; for, having very powerful and Christian kings, they were a terror to all barbarous nations, and the desires of all were bent on the joys of the heavenly kingdom of which they had recently heard, and whoever wished to be instructed in sacred studies had masters at hand to teach them.


It was in Northumbria that this civilisation reached its greatest flowering. We can still see the monumental stone crosses that were set up to proclaim the faith, adorned with vine-leaf decoration and figures of Christ and the saints. Nothing comparable with these was being produced in Western Europe at the time. Even more remarkable are the Lindisfarne Gospels, written about the year 700 in the great monastery on Holy Island off the coast of Northumbria. This is what is called an ‘illuminated manuscript’, one in which the pages are of vellum, that is prepared animal skin, with scenes and decorations amplifying the text



painted with pigments whose effects could be enriched with burnished gold. It was the work of the bishop and in it we see complex interlaced ornament woven into a many-coloured network of astounding freshness and delicacy of colour.


So it was that by the eighth century a new society, deeply Christian, had come into being. One of the ironies of history is that this had emerged from the destruction of Roman Britain. Now it too was to face the same fate when new invaders from beyond the seas, the Vikings, began to attack. In 793 Lindisfarne, where this miraculous Gospel-book was compiled, was sacked and once more a civilisation was faced with the possibility of extinction.
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Alfred and the Vikings


The Vikings terrified the Anglo-Saxons as much as they themselves had terrified the Britons centuries before. From beyond the seas the island was exposed once more to wave after wave of invaders, bent on pillage and plunder and destroying yet again a fragile civilisation. The story of this is dramatically told in the only history of the period, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which traces how these raids accelerated during the second half of the eighth century:




843. King Aethelwulf [of Wessex] fought at Carhampton against the companies of thirty-five ships, and the Danes [who were Vikings from Denmark] had the power of the battlefield.


851. Ealdorman Ceorl, with the men of Devon, fought with heathen men . . . made great slaughter and took the victory. The heathen men stayed over the winter, and that year three hundred and fifty ships came to the mouth of the Thames; they ruined Canterbury, put to flight Brihtwulf the Mercian king and his troops . . .


866. The [Viking] army went from East Anglia over the Humber’s mouth to York in Northumbria. There was great discord in this people among themselves; they had overthrown their king, Osbriht, and had taken an unnatural king, Aelle . . . The kings were both killed and the survivors made peace with the force . . .


870 . . . In that year, St Edmund the king [of East Anglia] fought against them and the Danes took the victory, killed the king, and



overcame all the land. They destroyed all the churches they came to . . .


874. The force went from Lindsey to Repton and took winter quarters there. They drove the king [of Mercia], Burhred, over the sea, twenty-two years after he had had the kingdom; and they overcame all the land.





These entries tell us how one by one the kingdoms of the Anglo-Saxons were wiped out until there was only Wessex left, where a young man called Alfred came to the throne in the year 871. During his reign, which lasted almost thirty years, the advance of the Vikings was halted and the foundations of what was to become the kingdom of England were laid.


Alfred was born at Wantage in Berkshire in 849, the youngest son of King Aethelwulf, by his first wife, Osburh. He had four elder brothers, all of whom became kings of Wessex before him. Alfred was a favourite child and although ‘ignorant of letters’ until later in life, he was brought up both listening to and learning the poems loved by the Anglo-Saxons, poems which recited the brave deeds of warrior princes of the kind he would have aspired to become. Devoutly loyal to the Church, Alfred was sent to Rome when he was only four, where he was received with great honour by Pope Leo IV. Two years later he travelled there again, this time with his father, stopping on the return journey at the court of Charles the Bald, king of the Franks.


Throughout Alfred’s early life there was constant disagreement about the succession to the kingdom of Wessex, for the crown did not automatically pass from father to eldest son. Who became the next king depended both on the power of the existing monarch and on the strength and competence of the contenders, be they his sons or brothers. But by the time that Aethelwulf’s fourth son became king, it was agreed that his children should be passed over in favour of Alfred. By then the Viking menace was very great indeed, threatening Wessex with extinction.


The Vikings were not altogether the pagan savages that those writing the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle would have us believe. They were a people



from Scandinavia, mainly Norway, Sweden and Denmark, whose life was working the land and fishing but who went on to attack and later settle in Britain, Northern France, Russia, Iceland and Greenland. They are even believed to have reached America. One of the key reasons for their restless voyaging was that their homelands no longer produced enough to support them. Another was the nature of their society, which was one that glorified fighting. The Vikings were pagan and believed that the gods rewarded fighters above all, and that bloodshed and death in battle were the true paths to wealth and happiness. As a people they were endowed with a stupendous energy, which made them fearless seafarers searching for trade and plunder across vast oceans. Each year bands of Vikings put out to sea, seeking out richer lands than their own to pillage, bringing home gold, silver and jewels. Their leaders were either kings or ‘jarls’ whose key role was to see that their followers were handsomely rewarded with booty.


And this indeed was what drew them to the British Isles wiping out churches and monasteries, towns and villages as they went, carrying from them any kind of valuable from a sacred vessel to a horse. Gradually, as they burned and sacked the country, there was nothing left for them to take except the land. Their leaders began to divide that up among their men, who then settled. In the main it was Norwegians in Scotland, Ireland and the Western Isles, while in the England it was the Danes. At first they put in puppet Anglo-Saxon kings but gradually they began to replace these with kings of their own. We can easily trace where the Danes settled, areas of the country known as the Danelaw, by the endings to the place names. Whereas the Anglo-Saxon endings were ‘hams’ and ‘tuns’, that is ‘homes’ and ‘towns’, the Danes had their ‘bys’ and ‘thorpes’.


The Danes had already made ferocious attacks on Wessex by the time Alfred succeeded his brother but in 878 they launched what they believed to be their final assault, which, if successful, would have meant that virtually the whole island would be in their hands. To achieve this they planned a surprise attack in winter, when no one usually fought. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle takes up the story:




. . . the [Danish host] went secretly in midwinter after Twelfth Night to Chippenham, and rode over Wessex and occupied it, and drove a great part of the inhabitants oversea, and reduced the greater part of the rest, except Alfred the king; and he with a small company moved under difficulties through woods and into inaccessible places in the marshes.


This was on what was the Isle of Athelney near Taunton in Somerset. Protected by the swamps and floods that surrounded it, the king was able to plot his campaign. Messengers were sent out summoning the ‘fyrd’ or militia from Somerset, Wiltshire and West Hampshire, men who were all ‘fain of him’. On the appointed day they met and defeated the Danes under their king, Guthrum, at Edington, going on after to lay siege to their fortress at Chippenham, which they took. For the first time the Danish king sued for peace, swearing to depart from Wessex, and Guthrum and twenty-nine of his followers were baptised. This was the first turning of the tide.


The Danes, of course, held the north and East Anglia, but the kingdom of Wessex now gradually expanded to embrace all the southern Anglo-Saxons. In 886 Alfred captured London, which had been part of the old kingdom of Mercia, putting it in the charge of Ethelred, an earldorman of the Mercians, who married Alfred’s daughter. It was written of Alfred that ‘all the English people that were not under subjugation to the Danes submitted to him’. In the peace Alfred made with Guthrum that year English and Danes were accepted as equals and for the first time there is reference to ‘all the English race’. The Viking threat had created a common identity and a common cause which found expression in a common leader, the king of Wessex, who now began to be referred to as ‘king of the Anglo-Saxons’.


Alfred was a man of quite extraordinary vision. He inherited the traditions of the Anglo-Saxon Christian civilisation from the great age of the seventh century and relaunched them as the foundations of what in the following century was to be the kingdom of England. He realised that to create a realm which was stable, peaceful and civilised depended



first on having good laws, which should apply to all the English, even those who were subjects of the Danes. He studied the laws made by the great Anglo-Saxon kings, including Offa of Mercia, and then issued his own:


Then I, King Alfred, collected these together and ordered to be written many of them which our forefathers observed, those which I liked; and many of those which I did not like, I rejected with the advice of my councillors, and ordered them to be differently observed.


Uniquely, too, he believed that such a society needed not only good government, but learning of a kind which would not only be for clerics but for lay people. He himself was taught to read Latin late in life and he set up a school at his court for young nobles to learn to be literate so that they could play their role in the state. This was a great innovation. The need arose from the terrible devastation wrought to the country by the Danes when all the libraries and places of learning were destroyed. Alfred recounts:


So completely had learning decayed in England that there were few men this side of the Humber who could apprehend their [Latin] services in English or even translate a letter from Latin into English, and I think that there were not many beyond the Humber. There were so few of them that I cannot even recollect a single one south of the Thames when I succeeded to the kingdom.


Alfred summoned scholars to his court from Wales, France and Ireland and together they set about translating some of the treasures of ancient Christian literature into Anglo-Saxon. The king himself translated four books, including Pope Gregory the Great’s Pastoral Care, a copy of which was sent to every bishop. This work described both the qualities and the duties of the clergy.


Laws and learning marched hand in hand with new measures to ensure the defence of the kingdom. Alfred realised that the Anglo-Saxons



must develop sea power and so he ordered the construction of warships ‘. . . nearly twice as long as those of the Danes, and swifter and steadier and higher, some with sixty oars, some with more; not built after the Frisian manner nor after the Danish, but as seemed best and most useful to the king himself’.


Even more important was the building of a network of defended enclosures, ‘burhs’, in which men could seek safety along with their goods and cattle. These were strategically placed and were either on the site of old towns or carefully chosen to be new ones. We can trace many of them today in place names which end in ‘borough’. No village was to be further than twenty miles from such a safe haven. The king also reorganised the militia, or ‘fyrd’, on a rota system so that half the men came at a time while the other half stayed behind to tend and harvest the crops.


Most of these reforms were in place by the time the next Viking army landed from the Continent in 892. During the previous decade Alfred had secured his position as ‘king of the Angles and of the Anglo-Saxons’. This was celebrated in the biography that was written of the king’s life and in the publication of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, in which all the Anglo-Saxons were seen as sharing somehow a common history uniting them against the enemy, the Danes.


When they began their new attack on Wessex the Danes found that they could not succeed as before. Everywhere they went their army was impeded by the ‘burhs’ and by the Anglo-Saxon army, which now remained active all the year round. For four years the Vikings harassed the English but they failed to achieve victory. In the end they were forced either to settle in parts of the country already occupied by the Danes or to leave.


Alfred died at about the age of fifty in 899. Little is known about his last years but they were no doubt spent in consolidating what he had begun and impressing on his son, Edward, the necessity that he should continue to build on his father’s foundations and reconquer the land which was now called the Danelaw. It was not until 700 years later that Alfred began to be accorded the title ‘the Great’. No one at the time regarded him as better than any of the other outstanding Anglo-Saxon



kings. Today, however, we can see more clearly than his contemporaries how much Alfred deserved the epithet accorded him by subsequent centuries.
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The Kingdom of England


The tenth century was to be the last one of Anglo-Saxon England, for the dynasty that descended from Alfred was first to reconquer and create a united kingdom of England and then see it collapse in ruins. By the turn of the year 1000, when many believed that the world would end, a new wave of Vikings, the Norsemen, scourged the country, this time one of their number becoming king of England. But beneath all these dramatic sagas of victory and defeat there was slowly emerging a society whose framework began to be one we would recognise today. It was during this period, for instance, that all the English shires and counties took shape. They, in turn, were divided into a series of smaller units called hundreds, each one of which had a ‘moot’ or court in which presided someone appointed by the king who, along with those who lived in the area, meted out justice. This meant that the running of the country in terms of right and wrong rested at grass roots on a dialogue between the king or his representative and ordinary people.


This dialogue between ruler and ruled was a fundamental thread which was to run down through the centuries, fashioning how the country was to be governed and justice administered. At its highest level it was reflected in the fact that Anglo-Saxon kings were always elected from a member of the royal dynasty. That was the task of the great magnates, both nobility and upper clergy, who made up the king’s council or Witenagemot. In spite of the tempestuous events, the status and mystique surrounding the monarchy continued to grow through



the century, by the end of which an added dimension was bestowed on the wearer of the crown, that of coronation in a church. In this ceremony it was not, however, the crowning by the bishop which was the most important act but the anointing of the king with holy oil in the same way in which priests were anointed. This act set him apart from ordinary men. Everything, however, depended on the personality of the king. A strong one could achieve much, a weak one little, but that never eroded the respect people had for their ruler.


During this century also came the first signs that government was becoming literate, that kings no longer relied wholly on word of mouth, but began to record their decisions on paper as formal documents. Charters, royal grants of land or privileges, were the first such documents to emerge. These were always in Latin. Then came a form of royal letter called a writ, which contained in writing the king’s instructions. These, in contrast, were written in Anglo-Saxon and could be read out at once to everyone by the king’s representative. To prove that these documents came from the king, a wax seal containing an impression of his image and name was attached to them. Everyone then knew that this could only have come from the king’s royal writing office called the chancery. This was the department of the royal household which staffed the royal chapels and was made up of priests who were monks who could read and write.


At the same time a system of universal taxation gradually began. This was the direct result of the attacks by the Norsemen who were shamefully bought off with large sums of money called ‘Dane-geld’. Everyone had to contribute towards this; the money was collected from all over the country in carts and delivered to the king’s treasury at Winchester. Although these taxes were the result of a crisis, they set a precedent: everyone should be taxed to meet certain definite common needs such as war. But for centuries taxation was to be exceptional, for the kings of England were expected to live ‘of their own’, that is from the income from the vast estates that they held as the country’s richest landowner.


All of these developments were to be passed on as part of the Anglo-Saxon inheritance. No one, however, could have foreseen that when



King Alfred died his dynasty was to end in disaster and ignominy. In fact most of his immediate successors indicated far otherwise. His son Edward the Elder, his grandson Athelstan and his great-grandson, Athelstan’s nephew, Edgar, were all great kings who took up where Alfred had left off the task of creating and consolidating the new kingdom of England.


From the first, Edward the Elder was styled ‘king of the Anglo-Saxons’ and this indeed was what he set out to be. Under him his father’s defensive war turned into an offensive one. In 909 he opened hostilities that lasted a decade and ended with him in control of the whole of the country south of the Humber. The king was a brilliant military tactician. In his campaigns he had the support of Ethelred, ealdorman of Mercia, who was married to his sister, Aethelflaed, ‘Lady of the Mercians’. Year by year they edged further into the Danelaw territory, each time securing another area by building a ‘burh’. In 917 the city of Colchester fell, signalling the passing into his hands of the whole of East Anglia and the eastern Midlands. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle writes:


And many people who had been under the rule of the Danes in East Anglia and in Essex submitted to him; and all the army in East Anglia swore agreement with him, that they [agree to] all that he would, and keep peace with all whom the king wished to keep peace, both at sea and on land.


Edward wisely accepted the Danes as his subjects, letting them live under him according to their own system of law.


The next turning point came after the deaths of both his sister and brother-in-law when he was formally elected king of Mercia: ‘And all the people who had settled in Mercia, both Danish and English, submitted to him.’ By 920 he had reconquered England as far as the Peak District.


And then the king of Scots and all the people of the Scots . . . and all who live in Northumbria, both English and Danish, Norseman and



others, and also the king of the Strathclyde Welsh . . . chose him as their lord and father.


When Edward the Elder died on 17 July 924 he bequeathed to his eldest son, Athelstan, a mighty achievement.


Athelstan was to be like his father, a victorious leader in the field of battle. But he was also to take his place as one of the great kings then ruling in Northern Europe, one whose court was famous for its splendour. During his reign the Norsemen invasions renewed, time and again attempting to set up a northern kingdom based on York. In 927 Athelstan defeated them and not only re-established his rule in that part of the country, but at the same time received the submission of what was left of the pre-Viking Northumbrian kingdom which centred on Bamburgh, along with that of the kings of Scotland, Strathclyde and Gwent. Athelstan had to return the following year to defeat the Norsemen yet again, and shortly after that even the Welsh kings did him homage.


Athelstan saw himself as king of England in the grandest sense, casting himself in the following terms in documents: ‘I, Athelstan, king of the English, elevated by the right hand of the Almighty, which is Christ, to the throne of the whole kingdom of Britain.’


His task was to weld together a people made up of West Saxons, Mercians, East Anglians, Danes, Norsemen and Northumbrians. This he did by being an active lawmaker and also by introducing a single currency for the realm. In the year that he died, 937, he was once again victorious in battle at a place called Brunanburgh, defeating an alliance of the Norsemen with the kings of Scotland and Strathclyde.


Athelstan’s greatest legacy was the establishment of the notion of a single king ruling both north and south. His death was followed by a period of twenty years during which three kings reigned and a Norse kingdom based on York kept on reasserting itself. This was the prime problem which beset Athelstan’s brothers Edmund and Eadred, both of whom followed him as king in succession. Both of them were successful in driving the Norsemen out of York, Eadred dealing with the last of the Norse adventurers, Eric Bloodaxe, whose death in 954 was to usher in twenty-five years of peace.




On Eadred’s death, Edmund the Elder’s son, Eadwig, was elected king. Short though the previous two reigns had been, both kings had been outstanding. Now there succeeded one who demonstrated the weakness of the system, for he was feckless and defiant, upsetting everyone around him. So deficient was he in the qualities needed to rule that both Mercia and Northumbria defected and chose his younger brother, Edgar. If Eadwig had not died in 959 there would have been revolution, but his death made way for another great king.


Edgar was only sixteen when he succeeded. He died at thirty-two, leaving behind him a legend of having been instrumental in giving England a golden age of peace. In achieving that he was aided by three quite outstanding churchmen, Dunstan, Archbishop of Canterbury; Oswald, Archbishop of York; and Aethelwold, Bishop of Winchester. They played a crucial role in the conduct of affairs of state but at the same time carried through a radical reform of the Church, introducing a new set of rules to govern monasteries based on those used on the Continent at the great abbey of Cluny. This close relationship of Church and State was reflected in another significant development, the introduction of the ceremony of crowning and anointing the king. This rite was performed when Edgar was thirty and shortly after, it is said, it was followed by the homage of his subject kings, who rowed him from his palace to the church at Chester while he tended the prow.


By the time Edgar died in 975 the kings of England had come to occupy a position among the leading rulers in Western Europe. Then followed forty years in which it seemed nearly everything they had achieved was thrown away. But not quite, for the idea of the single kingdom was so strong that it was able to survive decades of rule by two unworthy occupants of the throne. The first of these, Edgar’s eldest son Edward, was only fifteen at his accession. He was violent, so much so that within three years he was deliberately murdered in a plot that involved his stepmother, brother and his servants. The tragedy was that Ethelred, his brother, was to be no better.


The name Ethelred means ‘noble counsel’ but later he was to be labelled ‘unraed’ or ‘no counsel’, worse even, for it could mean ‘evil counsel’ or even ‘treacherous plot’. Ethelred came to power as the



result of a crime. He remained always a guilty and insecure man. He was the first Anglo-Saxon king to fail in the duty to lead his men in battle. During a reign of thirty-eight years he only led them thrice. When he succeeded to the throne, England was a rich, powerful and renowned country. By the time he died it had been overrun by enemy forces. Ethelred’s reign coincided with a new wave of attacks by the Norsemen, which were spurred on by the fact that the country was once again worth plundering and was also an easy prey, for it had a weak, ineffective king who had disbanded the fleet.


The characteristic of this reign was inertia. Both king and government stood by, letting the Norse invaders march the length and breadth of the land without doing anything much to stop them. Even worse, they embarked on a policy of appeasement, buying off the Norsemen with huge payments of gold, the infamous ‘Dane-geld’. In 991 Ethelred bought peace for the sum of 22,000 pounds in gold. So inept was the government that in 1002 the king ordered the massacre of the long-settled Danes, believing them to be abetters of the Norsemen, when they were not.


By then the Norse attacks had taken a far more serious direction, the conquest of the kingdom. In 1009 Sweyn, king of Denmark, landed at the head of a vast army and by 1013 ‘. . . all the nation regarded him as full king’. Ethelred fled into exile. But then Sweyn died, and in the confused period that followed Ethelred died too, succeeded not long after by the death of his son Edmund and the election by the Witenagemot of Sweyn’s son, Canute.


In this way England entered the eleventh century as part of a huge Scandinavian empire which embraced Denmark and Sweden and part of Norway. Canute, who had begun his life as a bloodthirsty Norse warrior, transformed himself into an ideal Anglo-Saxon king. He married Ethelred’s widow, Emma of Normandy, and chose as his model king Edgar. For Canute England was the jewel in his crown. He became a great lawgiver, realising that in order to govern successfully he must be true to his contract with his people. His greatest innovation was to divide the entire country into four great earldoms, each presided over by an ‘earl’ or ‘jarl’. Canute was the most powerful king in Western



Europe and when he went to Rome for the coronation of the Holy Roman Emperor by the Pope he wrote back describing how they ‘all received me with honour, and honoured me with lavish gifts’.


Canute, however, failed to make any provision as to what would happen after his death. He left two sons, one by Emma, Harthacanute, and another, Harold Harefoot, by his mistress. Harthacanute rushed off to Denmark while Harold seized power and had himself proclaimed king. He reigned for five calamitous years, dying when Harthacanute was about to land at the head of an army to reclaim the kingdom. Harthacanute now took over but regarded England as little more than a source of money to maintain his Scandinavian empire. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle sums him up: ‘And he did nothing worthy of a king as long as he ruled.’ After two years he died and was succeeded by his half-brother, Ethelred’s son, Edward.
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1066


On the night of 24 April 1066 a comet appeared in the night sky. Today we know it to have been Halley’s Comet but to men at the time such a fiery portent presaged dire and dramatic events on earth. And in the case of England this was to prove true, for by the close of that year, Harold, the last Anglo-Saxon king, had perished on the field of battle and William, Duke of Normandy, had become king.


It was the outcome of a train of events that went back to the reign of Edward the Confessor. Edward, who came to the throne in 1042, was a competent and wise monarch, ruling England for twenty-four years and leaving a united country to his successor. He was a man of deep piety and his greatest legacy was to be the construction of Westminster Abbey. Although Edward was childless, this was not a problem for Anglo-Saxon kings did not succeed by primogeniture, the succession of the eldest son. They were elected by the assembly of nobles, the Witenagemot, and any noble who was of royal blood could be chosen. It was through the ceremony of anointing with holy oil and coronation that the man chosen became king. When Edward the Confessor lay dying on 5 January 1066 he nominated Harold, Earl of Wessex of the House of Godwin, as his heir. After Edward’s death, Harold was duly elected by the Witenagemot.


Harold’s somewhat tenuous claim to royal descent was through his mother, a Scandinavian princess. His sister had been Edward’s queen. He was a man of strong character and a brilliant soldier. The earls of Wessex were the most powerful in the land and Harold’s father,



Earl Godwin, had been instrumental in putting Edward the Confessor on the throne. But the relationship was never an easy one. Edward, who had been brought up in exile in Normandy, tried to assert his independence of the House of Godwin by appointing Normans to positions in his government. For a time the earl and his two sons were exiled but eventually they returned, supported by a fleet, and were reconciled to the king. Therefore, when Edward died and Harold succeeded, everything seemed to indicate that the Anglo-Saxon kingdom would continue as before.


William I was to claim later that Edward the Confessor had chosen him as his heir, but it is likely that this was embroidery after the event, when William needed to stress his rights to a throne that he had taken by force of arms. William claimed that Edward had promised him the crown in 1051, but there is nothing beyond his assertion to prove this. Even more mysterious is what happened in 1064, when Harold visited William in Normandy. No one knows why he went or what exactly happened, but William stated that it was for Harold to swear his allegiance to him as future king of England.


William’s claim was extremely remote, for he was Edward’s second cousin once removed, a great-nephew of his queen. A much more important factor was the nature of the duke and his people. The duchy of Normandy was only a century old, a creation of William’s grandfather, a Viking who had conquered this part of northern France. William himself was illegitimate, the son of the daughter of a tanner and Duke Robert. He succeeded when he was only seven years old and during the following twenty years emerged as an experienced and able ruler, administrator and commander. He was tough, cruel but not tyrannical, endowed with huge energy and motivated by an overweening ambition. He was a capable and brave leader of his men in the field and did not hesitate to share their rigours to the full. He was also a devout and fervent supporter of the Church. All of these personal qualities explain why he was so successful when he conquered England.


But it does not explain why he did it. This needs to be set in the broader framework of the Normans as a people. At the close of the



eleventh century they had a vitality other peoples lacked. At the same time as they were to conquer England and Wales they conquered southern Italy and Sicily. A little later they were to play a major role in the first Crusade to rescue the Holy Land from Moslem control. Compared with Normandy, England was a rich country and it promised ample rewards to anyone who joined the army that William began to assemble.


William was also a master of diplomacy and propaganda. He succeeded in persuading both the Holy Roman Emperor and the Pope of the justice of his cause. Indeed, the latter even sent him a banner as a symbol of his support.


While William was gathering his army and building his fleet, Harold was faced with an invasion by another claimant, Harold Hardrada, king of Norway, who had the support of Harald’s brother, Tostig. In response to this, Harold summoned his army and his fleet in preparation to repel this assault from the north. For four months they waited and it never came, so Harold dispersed the army and sent the fleet to London. No sooner had this been done than news came that the king of Norway with a fleet of 300 ships had landed in the north. The Norwegians marched on York and defeated the Earls of Mercia and Northumbria. This presented Harold with an appalling problem for he was threatened on both sides, an army actually in the north and a second one ready to cross the Channel. Was it possible for him to march north, defeat the Norwegians and return south in time to meet the Normans? Harold gathered his troops and marched them north. On 25 September he gained one of the decisive victories of the age at Stamford Bridge. The king of Norway and Tostig were both killed, and what was left of the invading army took to their ships. They were never to return.


Luck, however, was against Harold, for while he was in the north the wind changed direction enabling the Normans to set sail and land at Pevensey on 28 September. As Harold was in the north, the fleet in London, and the militia disbanded, William was unopposed. Harold and his mounted housecarls came south in less than thirteen days. Scraping together what infantry he could, his aim was to surprise the Normans as he had the Norwegians by his speed. But this time his



army was exhausted. Surprise he did achieve, and through it the choice of battle site, a hilly stretch of land flanked by marshy streams not far from Hastings where William had made his headquarters.


Harold formed his soldiers into a wall of shields at the brow of the hill. They fought on foot armed with axes. William’s army was made up of archers and knights on horseback wielding swords. These he divided into three, reflecting exactly the free-booting nature of the expedition: to the left Bretons, to the right mercenaries, with the Normans in the centre. Both armies numbered about seven thousand but the invading army was not only the more seasoned and experienced but the less tired. The Battle of Hastings began at 9 a.m. on 14 October. The duke’s first attack uphill was driven back and if Harold and his men had then seized the offensive there is a chance that they would have won the battle, but they did not. Instead a second and then a third attack followed. The last was fatal, for Harold was felled by a mounted knight with a sword. When the Anglo-Saxons saw that this had happened they fled. Harold’s body was buried in unconsecrated ground on a cliff. Thus perished the last Anglo-Saxon king.


The Battle of Hastings was to be the opening chapter in the story of the death of Anglo-Saxon England. Soon the whole of the south-east surrendered to William. The army advanced on London, sacking and pillaging on its way. At Berkhamsted the Anglo-Saxon nobility capitulated, swore fealty to William as their king, and parted with hostages. On Christmas Day William was anointed and crowned in Westminster Abbey. Soon afterwards he returned to Normandy.


The conquest of England was not achieved overnight. At first William declared his intent of being king within an existing system respecting the Anglo-Saxon people, their laws and customs. But within a few years that policy was abandoned in favour of reducing England to the status of a province of Normandy.


When William left he appointed two regents. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records:


Bishop Odo [William’s half-brother] and Earl William [fitzOsbern of Hereford] were left behind here, and they built castles far and wide



throughout the land, oppressing the unhappy people, and things went ever from bad to worse.


The result was that constant rebellions broke out all over the country in the following four years. They were rigorously put down, especially the one in the north which, from 1069 to 1070, was given over to a reign of terror. The city of York was sacked, the monasteries were pillaged, churches burned to the ground and the land laid waste. It was recorded that:


William in the fullness of his wrath ordered the corn and cattle, with the implements of husbandry and every sort of provisions, to be collected in heaps and set on fire until the whole was consumed and thus destroyed at once all that could serve for support of life in the whole country lying beyond the Humber.


For three years the wretched inhabitants struggled against famine, misery and death. It was to take a decade for the north to begin to recover. Already by 1071, five years on from the invasion, William’s ruthless and efficient military machine had made the Norman Conquest an irreversible fact.
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The Conquest: Loss and Gain


Nothing was quite the same after 1066. The chronicler Odericus Vitalis summed up the effect of William I’s conquest of England thus: ‘. . . the native inhabitants were crushed, imprisoned, disinherited, banished and scattered beyond the limits of their own country; while his own vassals were exalted to wealth and honours and raised to all offices . . .’ In this way the writer put his finger on the greatest change of all, the creation of a new ruling class. By the end of William’s reign, the old English aristocracy had gone. In its place was a new foreign nobility made up of Normans, French and Flemings, men who had come over with the Conqueror. Between them they were to own half the territorial wealth of the kingdom. The result of this was to reduce the existing inhabitants to the status of a subject people.


As soon as it became clear that the king’s initial desire to work with the old Anglo-Saxon aristocracy had failed, he set out to create a new one of followers who would be loyal to him and ensure his position as king of England. That was secured by two things: castles, and knights to man them. Castles were built at strategic points throughout the land, deliberately designed to subdue local communities. Initially these castles were constructed of wood with a mound called a ‘motte’ with a ditch around it and a tower on the top. There would also be a fortified area below which was called a ‘bailey’. Gradually these wooden castles were replaced by ones of stone, many of which, such as Pevensey and Chepstow, stand today, albeit in ruins. The most famous of all was the Tower of London, designed to hold the city in subjection to its new king.




The king needed five thousand knights to man these castles and it was that very practical need which contributed to the emergence of a system that later ages called feudalism. It eventually became more formalised but it began purely as a means whereby William could man his strongholds. He solved the manning problem by granting the confiscated lands of the defeated English aristocracy to his followers in return for their guarantee to supply armed knights. William granted lands to 170 of his followers, who became thereby his tenants-in-chief. Only in the case of the earls who guarded areas of the country open to external attack, such as the Welsh borders, were grants of lands made forming a single unit. Usually they were scattered through several shires. Collectively each group of lands was called an honour and each honour consisted of several smaller units called manors. These in their turn were either held directly by the tenant-in-chief for his own use, and therefore part of what was known as his demesne, or granted by him to one of his followers in return for some specified service. The result was that each of the tenants-in-chief had two groups of knights on which to call for service to the king, one consisting of those who were permanently part of the tenant-in-chief’s household and a second of those who came in return for land. William was a strong king who chose his tenants well and so the system worked. The trouble was that with a weaker ruler the system was to break down, leading to private castles and armies.


The same revolution was applied to the Anglo-Saxon Church. In Normandy William had controlled all the appointments of bishops and abbots, filling them with his own friends and relations. Exactly the same thing was to occur in England as bishops and abbots from before 1066 either died or were deposed. They were replaced by Normans and, like the nobility, they had to render the king rent in the form of armed knights. Together the tenants-in-chief, bishops and abbots made up the new ruling class, for the higher clergy, being educated, were essential for the running of the government. In these changes William was aided by a new Archbishop of Canterbury, Lanfranc, who replaced the deposed Anglo-Saxon, Stigand. Together they set about reorganising the English Church, moving sees to more populous



areas such as Shrewsbury, Chester and Salisbury. Both believed that priests should be celibate and gradually the toleration by the Anglo-Saxon Church of married bishops and clergy ceased. More significant for the future was the creation of special courts to deal with Church cases only.


All of this activity precipitated a wave of new building in the handsome monumental style called Norman. This was an age of cathedral building with Durham, started towards the end of the reign, as its supreme masterpiece. Apart from architecture the Normans were culturally inferior to the people they had conquered whose sculpture, metalwork, embroidery and illumination were of European renown. Anglo-Saxon civilisation came to its end, a fate made worse because the language that had produced a remarkable literature was now deemed inferior. The new ruling class used French and Latin and made no attempt to learn Anglo-Saxon.


Women, too, found their status diminished. In Anglo-Saxon England they had more or less enjoyed an equality with men. That was now taken away and St Paul’s attitude to women as being inferior prevailed. Women were subject first to their fathers and then, after marriage, to their husbands. Only when a woman became a wealthy widow did she gain any form of independence.


All these changes brought order and peace to the country through strong government. But it is a history that inevitably can only be written from the evidence of the winning side. This has left us one of the greatest of all documents in English history, the Domesday Book. In 1085 William feared invasion from Denmark; needing to find out the wealth of his kingdom in order to extract the maximum in taxation, he ordered this mighty survey to be undertaken. He


. . . sent his men all over England into every shire to ascertain how many hundreds of hides [a unit of land] there were in each shire and how much land and livestock the king himself owned in the country and what annual dues were lawfully his from each shire. He also had it recorded how much land his archbishops had, and his diocesan bishops, his abbots and his earls . . . what and how much each man,



who was a landowner here in England, had in land and livestock, and how much money it was worth.


This amazing compilation, of a kind achieved by no later medieval king, was put together with great speed in a huge document of 400 double-sided pages. At the same time the king summoned his tenants-in-chief and all other major landowners to a court held at Salisbury where they were made to swear an oath of allegiance to him. In these two great acts William reasserted his power over his new realm.


Domesday Book gives us a unique panorama of English society as it was at the end of William I’s reign, twenty years after the Conquest. It paints a picture of a country where virtually the entire population was engaged in agriculture, with little or no industry or commerce, and few towns. Apart from heathland, scrub and the royal forests (protected by law for the king’s hunting and the source of deep resentment), all of the land was either under the plough or pasture. Arable farming centred on villages from which the peasants set out to work in the surrounding fields, which were divided into strips belonging either to the landlord or rented to the peasant in return for his labour. Sheep farming focused on scattered hamlets housing shepherds who tended the flocks. Life for nearly everyone rarely rose above subsistence level, a never-ending cycle of toil to produce corn for bread, barley for ale, sheep for wool, goats for milk and pigs for meat.


Within these small rural communities the classes were divided, forming what were the lower sections of the vast social pyramid that culminated in the king. There were firstly the freemen who owned their land but yet were expected to attend the lord’s court, assist him at busy seasons of the year and pay him a levy. Next came the smallholders who made up two-fifths of the population, paying rent for farms of up to 30 acres. Then there were the cottagers with up to 3 acres, who worked, for example, as shepherds, blacksmiths or swineherds. Lastly there came the lowest of all, those who were slaves devoid of any land or rights. Together these four groups made up the subject native population, which the Normans were steadily to grind down.


For the invaders, and for William I, the conquest of England was a



remarkable achievement. It was to be an enduring one, for unlike the preceding centuries, no other invading force was to be successful until 1688 when another William crossed the Channel, this time from the Low Countries. For the native population it was a cruel and humiliating defeat that swept their civilisation away. The new aristocracy saw its first loyalty not to the land they had conquered but to Normandy. England was taxed and exploited in the interests of what was a smaller, poorer and far less cultured country. Henceforward, too, for better or worse, English kings were also to be continental rulers and for four centuries the wealth of England was expended in wars aimed at acquiring, defending and sustaining a mainland empire whose final foothold was not to be lost until 1558.
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The Norman Kings


The state that William I created called for strong kings to exercise power over it. Fortunately he was succeeded by two of his sons who were just such men, but disaster was to strike later when his grandson seized the throne. As in the case of the Anglo-Saxon kings there was no such thing as primogeniture, the automatic succession of the eldest son. The crown passed firstly to the king’s second son, William Rufus, next to his third son Henry I, and finally to his grandson, Stephen. Both on the first and second occasions it should have gone to William’s eldest son, Robert, and on the last to the Conqueror’s granddaughter, the Empress Matilda and her son, the future Henry II.


When he died in 1087, William left Normandy to Robert, having chosen his second surviving son, William, to rule England. He was later nicknamed Rufus, most likely on account of his red hair. Many of the nobles, having lands in both countries, consequently found themselves serving two masters. This decision of the Conqueror to split his inheritance was not liked and soon after his accession William Rufus was faced with a rebellion led by Bishop Odo of Bayeux designed to put Robert on the throne. It was crushed. Indeed, William Rufus was even more savage than his father. He was a monarch who lived entirely for the battlefield, on which he was fearless. Greedy and immoral, he meted out strong justice and eliminated anyone who defied him. He exacted from his tenants-in-chief everything he could: large fines on the succession of an heir to an estate, the right to custody of that heir



and his lands if he was not of age and also the right of disposing of any heiress in marriage. All of these measures were used to exact money.


William’s deadliest foe was the Church, for which he had little time, being, unlike his father, far from pious. When a bishop or an abbot died, William, instead of appointing a new one, left the post vacant and took over the revenues for the Crown. As a result the Church denounced him as a monster. But under him the Norman rule of England was consolidated. When he was accidentally killed while hunting in the New Forest in August 1100 it was seen by many, not surprisingly, as the judgment of God on a wicked tyrant.


William Rufus never married and on his death the crown should have passed to his elder brother, Robert, but that did not happen. William’s younger brother, Henry, happened to be part of the fatal hunting party, and within days he seized the royal treasury and had himself crowned king. During his reign the system created by William I reached its climax. And once again, that it did so was a direct reflection of the qualities of the king, for he too was a cruel and violent man who spent his life either fighting or hunting. When he snatched the crown he issued a charter promising the barons that he would make amends for the deeds of his brother, but it meant nothing. To win the English he married an Anglo-Saxon princess descended from Alfred, but that too meant little. Henry continued his brother’s policy of exacting everything he could from his vassals, above all money to pay for his expensive continental wars. When his brother Robert invaded England he bought him off with a pension, but in doing this he was only buying time, for it was his intention that Normandy should be his too, and in 1106 he defeated his brother at the Battle of Tinchebray. Henry took over the duchy and put Robert in prison, where he died.


Despite his shortcomings, Henry could be a skilful administrator. His reign also saw the development of the ‘exchequer’, when a committee met during the king’s frequent absences abroad to oversee and audit accounts.


Henry, however, was afflicted by a major problem. His only son, William, was drowned at sea crossing from Normandy. Although he had married again there was no son, so that he was left only with a



daughter, Matilda, who was married to the Holy Roman Emperor, Henry V. Henry I’s last years were clouded by all the problems of securing his daughter’s succession. Firstly her husband died, and she was left childless. She returned to her father’s court, where Henry summoned all his tenants-in-chief and made them swear to acknowledge her as his successor. His hope was then to obtain a grandson and so he married her off to a man ten years her junior, Geoffrey Plantagenet, Count of Anjou. Matilda herself was arrogant and by no means popular with the king’s vassals. To this unpopularity was now added a man who ruled over a state that was Normandy’s enemy. The Angevins and the Normans had always fought each other and now the latter were faced with the possibility of the leader of their traditional foe being their king. They did not like it.


All this explains why, when Henry I died in December 1135, no one opposed the crown being seized by Stephen, the son of the Conqueror’s daughter, Adela, Countess of Blois. Stephen had always been a favourite of his uncle, who made him the greatest landowner in England, but he lacked the attributes of a strong king. Affable, popular and generous, he was a good knight but he did not know how to wield the rod of iron which was essential to keep the unruly barons in order. The result was anarchy. Some of the barons went over to Matilda, others were loyal to Stephen. Worse, in the absence of firm royal power, the barons began to fight private wars with each other. A monk records what this meant for the people of England:


When the traitors saw that Stephen was a good-humoured, kindly, and easygoing man who inflicted no punishment then they committed all manner of horrible crimes. They had done him homage and sworn oaths of fealty to him, but not one of their oaths was kept. They were all forsworn and their oaths broken. For every great man built him castles and held them against the king; and they filled the whole land with these castles; and when the castles were built, they filled them with devils and wicked men . . . Never did a country endure greater misery, and never did the heathen act more vilely than they did . . .




For over two decades England was devastated. Stephen had lost control.


In the end the barons began to look with more and more favour on the Angevins and in 1144 Geoffrey, Count of Anjou, conquered Normandy. Five years later he passed the duchy on to his son by Matilda, Henry. The new Duke of Normandy was both shrewd and intelligent. On his father’s death he gained Anjou and then, the following year, he married a great heiress, Eleanor, who brought Aquitaine. At the age of nineteen Henry was already the ruler of a large part of western France. Next he began to threaten Stephen by attacks on England. Stephen’s own son died and, bowing to the inevitable, he adopted Henry as his heir a year before his own death in 1154. Henry came to the throne as the first of a new dynasty, the Plantagenets.


Over sixty years divide the death of William the Conqueror from that of Stephen. A rigid structure had been seen to work well and then fall apart depending on the character of the king. That was to apply until well into the seventeenth century. But by 1154 much else had changed. Two generations had passed since the Conquest and the invaders had become natives. Now all English society had to respond to changes that were affecting every country in Western Europe.


The Anglo-Saxon and the Norman Church had been at the service of the state. The kings were sacred beings set apart like the priesthood who led their people in devotion to the Church and also appointed both bishops and abbots. The king presented them on appointment with a staff and a ring, symbols of their office. The staff, called a crozier, symbolised their role as the shepherd of their flock. They then did homage to the king and received their lands in the same way as any of his lay tenants-in-chief. By the close of the eleventh century the Church was undergoing a revolution, asserting the dignity of the priestly office and the power of the popes as direct successors of Christ through St Peter. Bishops and abbots were henceforth to be appointed for their spiritual leadership and not because they would be capable royal officials running the government. They were no longer to purchase their positions. All this struggle to separate the Church from the control of the state was to become focused on the one act of the king giving the office holder his staff and ring.




Even before 1066 the Pope had forbidden this but it was to be many years before his decision was to become fact. In England it first surfaced in 1093, when William Rufus, thinking he was dying, filled the vacant see of Canterbury with a learned and saintly man, Anselm, abbot of the monastery of Bec in Normandy. Anselm refused to be invested by William and both king and archbishop appealed to Rome, beginning what was to be a never-ending series of disputes. In the reign of Henry I a compromise was reached: the king no longer gave the cleric his ring and staff but retained the right to receive his homage. But neither side was happy. When Anselm died in 1109 Henry left the see empty for five years.


At the same time that the battle lines were being drawn between clergy and laity, the Church was undergoing other dramatic developments. This was a golden age for monasticism. Between 1066 and 1154 the number of religious houses rose from forty-eight to nearly three hundred, with most belonging to the new reforming orders. Of these the Cistercians left the imposing monuments we see today in the ruined abbeys, for example of Tintern or Fountains. The Cistercians were reformers who sought out the most desolate and remote valleys where they farmed the land and built their austere churches. In contrast to the rich splendour of the Benedictines, the interiors were devoid of decoration and the emphasis was on simplicity. The monks were ‘dressed as angels might be’ in habits of undyed wool, and lived a life of poverty. Simultaneously with this passionate revival of monastic life, celibacy was enforced upon the clergy. Both before and after the Conquest priests had often been married but now this was banned, reinforcing those who took holy orders as a caste apart from ordinary men.


More monasteries meant more learning for they were centres of teaching. They were international, as they belonged to orders that had houses all over Europe and spoke and wrote the lingua franca, Latin. The twelfth century was an age of intellectual ferment that saw the emergence of universities. Learned men moved around with as much ease as today. One such was Adelard of Bath, who lived through the period from William Rufus to Henry II. He was a student at two great



French cathedral schools, Tours and Laon; then he travelled in Greece, Asia Minor, Sicily, south Italy and probably Spain. He knew Latin, Greek and Arabic and spent his life translating books on philosophy and science, which were to open up new avenues of thought. Not only were universities such as Oxford emerging as centres of learning, but also grammar schools for members of the laity. Soon it was realised that to be educated invited a career not only in the Church but increasingly elsewhere.


Neither the king nor his nobles learnt to read or write for they kept secretaries. As the government became more complicated, it called for men who were educated. What were parts of the royal household gradually began to take on the character of what were later to be government departments. The royal chapel provided church services for the court but as its clerics were literate they, under the chancellor, did the paperwork of government. The chamber included the private and sleeping apartments of the king and came under the chamberlain and the treasurer. The king still kept some of his money under the royal bed but most of it was in the treasury. The accounts were done twice a year in the exchequer, named after the chequerboard, a table resembling a chessboard on which addition and subtraction could be demonstrated. Afterwards the accounts were written up on a huge roll of parchment. The earliest surviving one is from 1130 and the system continued almost until Queen Victoria’s time.
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