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      STORYTELLING

      
      The first history book that I remember reading with pleasure was a stout, blue, exuberantly triumphalist volume, Our Island Story – A History of England for Boys and Girls by H. E. Marshall. It had a red and gold crested shield embossed on the cover, and it told tales of men, women and often
         children whom it dared to describe as ‘heroes’ and ‘heroines’. It was accompanied by a companion volume, Our Empire Story, which was even more politically incorrect, relating the sagas of the heroes and heroines who adventured ‘across the seas’
         to paint much of the globe pink. I must confess that I loved it still more – even though I discovered, at the beginning of
         the second chapter, that the author had a vivid imagination.
      

      
      John Cabot’s ship the Matthew was described by Marshall as sailing out from Bristol harbour one bright May morning, ‘followed by the wishes and prayers
         of many an anxious heart … until it was but a speck in the distance’. Old H. E. – who, I later learned, was an Edwardian lady,
         Henrietta Elizabeth, living in Australia – was clearly not aware that the port of Bristol is several muddy miles inland from
         the Bristol Channel. As a pupil at Clifton National Infants School, a few hundred yards from the Bristol docks, I could have
         told her that if there had been a crowd waving goodbye to Cabot, they would have lost sight of the doughty mariner as he tacked
         round the first corner of the Avon Gorge.
      

      
      It was my first lesson in the imperfections of history. There may be such a thing as pure, true history – what actually, really,
         definitely happened in the past – but it is unknowable. We can only hope to get somewhere close. The history that we have to make do
         with is the story that historians choose to tell us, pieced together and filtered through every handler’s value system.
      

      
      Making due allowance for the Avon Gorge factor, all the tales you are about to hear are true. I have consulted the best available contemporary sources and eyewitness accounts. But telling stories that are ‘true’ does not exclude England’s legends – the romances of King Arthur or Hereward the Wake. You will find them examined
         here as myths that illustrate a truth about the age from which they spring – while also revealing how we today like our Englishness
         to be.
      

      
      The lessons we derive from history inevitably resonate with our own code of values. When we go back to the past in search
         of heroes and heroines, we are looking for personalities to inspire and comfort us, to confirm our view of how things should
         be. That is why every generation needs to rewrite its history, and if you are a cynic you may conclude that a nation’s history
         is simply its own deluded and self-serving view of its past.
      

      
      Great Tales from English History is not cynical: it is written, and recounted for you now, by an eternal optimist – albeit one who views the evidence with
         a sceptical eye. Sir Walter Ralegh, one of the heroes of these tales – and one of mine – is said to have given up writing
         his History of the World when he looked out of his cell in the Tower of London one day and saw two men arguing in the courtyard. Try as he might,
         he could not work out what they were quarrelling about: he could not hear them; could only see their angry gestures. So there
         and then, we are told, he abandoned his ambitious historical enterprise, concluding that you can never establish the full
         truth about anything.
      

      
      In this sobering realisation, Sir Walter was displaying unusual humility – both in himself and as a member of the historical
         fraternity: the things we do not know about history far outnumber those that we do. But the fragments that survive are precious
         and bright. They offer us glimpses of drama, humour, incompetence, bravery, apathy, sorrow and lust – the stuff of life. There
         are still a few good tales to tell …
      

   
      
      CHEDDAR MAN 
C.7150 BC
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      THERE WAS A TIME, AS RECENTLY AS NINE THOUSAND YEARS ago, when the British Isles were not islands at all. After the bleakness of the successive ice ages, the south-eastern corner
         of modern England was still linked to Europe by a wide swathe of low-lying marshes. People crossed to and fro, and so did
         animals – including antelopes and brown bears. We know this because the remains of these creatures were discovered by modern
         archaeologists in a cave in the Cheddar Gorge near Bristol. Scattered among numerous wild horse bones, the scraps of bear
         and antelope had made up the larder of ‘Cheddar Man’, England’s oldest complete skeleton, found lying nearby in the cave with
         his legs curled up under him.
      

      
      According to the radiocarbon dating of his bones, Cheddar Man lived and died around 7150 bc. He was a member of one of the
         small bands of hunter-gatherers who were then padding their way over the soft forest floors of north-western Europe. The dry
         cave was his home base, where mothers and grandmothers reared children, kindling fires for warmth and lighting and for cooking
         the family dinner. We don’t know what language Cheddar Man spoke. But we can deduce that wild horsemeat was his staple food
         and that he hunted his prey across the grey-green Mendip Hills with traps, clubs and spears tipped with delicately sharpened
         leaf-shaped flints.
      

      
      Did Cheddar Man have a name of his own? A wife or children? Did he have a god to whom he prayed? The answers to all these
         basic questions remain mysteries. Bone experts tell us that he was twenty-three or so when he died – almost certainly from
         a violent blow to his head. So our earliest semi-identifiable ancestor could have been a battle casualty, or even a murder victim. And since the pattern of cuts on his bones is the same as the butcher’s cuts made on the animal bones
         around him, we are confronted with another, still more gruesome possibility – that our early ancestors were cannibals. According
         to some archaeologists, the reason why so few human skeletons survive from these post-ice-age years is because relatives must
         have eaten the dead, cracking up the bones to suck out the nourishing marrow inside.
      

      
      Nowadays, the grief of losing Grandma is softened by inheriting her house in the suburbs – a legacy, at modern property values,
         worth several years of going to the office. Nine thousand years ago, a death in the family would let you off one day’s horse
         chasing at least.
      

   
      
      PYTHEAS AND THE PAINTED PEOPLE 
C.325 BC
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      CHEDDAR MAN HAD LIVED IN AN ERA OF GLOBAL WARMING. As the glaciers of the last ice age melted, sea levels were rising sharply, and this turned high ground like the Isle of
         Wight, the Isle of Man, and modern Ireland into separate islands. The waters flooded over the land bridge, severing the physical
         link with Europe.
      

      
      Thus was created the great moat that we now call the English Channel. As you approached England by boat across the narrowest
         point where marshes had once been, you were confronted by the striking prospect of long, tall cliffs of bright chalk – the
         inspiration, according to one theory, for the country’s earliest recorded name, Albion, from the Celtic word for ‘white’.
         Europe’s great white-capped mountain chain, the Alps, are thought to have derived their name from the same linguistic root.
      

      
      It was Pytheas, a brave and enquiring Greek navigator, who probably wrote down the name around 325 bc. Nearly seven thousand years after the death of Cheddar Man, Pytheas travelled north from
         the Mediterranean to investigate the islands that were by now supplying the tin which, when smelted and alloyed with copper,
         produced the bronze for the tools and weapons of southern Europe. These offshore ‘tin islands’ were so remote that they were
         said to be occupied by one-eyed men and griffins. But unafraid, Pytheas followed the customary trade routes to Cornwall, and
         set about composing the earliest written description of this land that lay on the edge of the known world.
      

      
      The Greek explorer seems to have covered large areas of the country on foot. Placing his gnomon, or surveying-stick, into
         the ground at noon each day, he was able to measure the changing length of its shadow and hence calculate latitude and the
         distance north he had travelled. He almost certainly sailed around the islands, and was the first to describe the shape of
         Britain as a wonky triangle. Rival geographers scorned Pytheas. But his findings, which survive today only in fragments through
         the writings of others, have been confirmed by time – and by modern archaeologists, whose excavations tell us of a population
         that had advanced spectacularly since the days of Cheddar Man.
      

      
      The inhabitants of Albion by now spoke Celtic, a lilting, flexible language distantly related to Latin. They shared it with
         the Gauls across the water in the Low Countries and France. They still hunted, as Cheddar Man had done. But now their spears
         and arrows were tipped with bronze or iron, not sharpened flint, and they no longer depended on hunting for survival. They
         hunted for pleasure and to supplement a diet that was derived from their farms, since they had learned how to tame both plants
         and animals. By 300 BC surprisingly large areas of the landscape were a patchwork of open fields – the classic English countryside
         that we recognise today. Iron axes had cut down the forests. Iron hoes and ploughs had scratched and cross-hatched fields
         whose boundaries were marked, on the uplands, by firm white furrows that, in some cases, still serve as boundaries for farmers
         in the twenty-first century.
      

      
      Compared with Cheddar Man the Celts were quite affluent folk, with jewellery, polished metal mirrors and artfully incised
         pots decorating their homes. Some lived in towns. The remains of their bulky earth-walled settlements can still be seen in
         southern England, along with the monuments of their mysterious religion – the sinuous, heart-lifting white horses whose prancings they carved into
         the soft chalk of the Downs.
      

      
      They were a people who enjoyed their pleasures, to judge from the large quantities of wine jars that have been dug from their
         household debris. They brewed their own ale and mead, a high-alcohol fermentation of water and honey which they ceremoniously
         passed from one to another in loving-cups. And while their sips might be small, it was happily noted in the Mediterranean,
         where the wine jars came from, that this sipping took place ‘rather frequently’ – as one ancient historian put it.
      

      
      But there was a darker side. The religious rituals of these Celts were in the hands of the Druids – high priests or witch
         doctors, according to your point of view. Travellers told tales of human sacrifice in their sacred groves of oak and mistletoe,
         and modern excavations have confirmed their altars must have reeked of carrion. One recent dig revealed a body that had been
         partially drowned and had its blood drained from the jugular vein. Death, it seems, was finally administered by the ritual
         of garrotting – a technique of crushing the windpipe by twisting a knotted rope around the neck.
      

      
      The Celts were fearsome in battle, stripping down to their coarse woven undershorts and painting themselves with the greeny-blue
         dye that they extracted from the arrow-shaped leaves of the woad plant. Woad was the war paint of Albion’s inhabitants, and
         it is thought to have inspired a name that has lasted to this day. Pretani is the Celtic for painted, or tattooed folk, and Pytheas seems to have transcribed this into Greek as pretanniké, meaning ‘the land of the painted people’. When later translated into Latin, pretanniké yielded first Pretannia, then Britannia.
      

      
      Diodorus Siculus, a historian working in Rome in the first century BC, described a less ferocious aspect of these blue-painted
         warriors. They were, he said, ‘especially friendly to strangers’ – always happy to do business with the many foreign merchants
         who now travelled to Pretannia to purchase Cornish tin, wolfhounds and the odd slave. Hide-covered boats carried the tin across
         to France, where pack-horses and river barges transported it along the trade routes that led southwards through Italy to Rome.
         By the first century BC Rome had supplanted Greece as the Western centre of learning and military might. The Roman Empire circled the Mediterranean and had
         reached north into France and Germany. The wealth of the distant tin islands sounded tempting. As the Roman historian Tacitus
         later put it, the land of these painted people could be ‘pretium victoriae’ – ‘well worth the conquering’.
      

   
      
      THE STANDARD-BEARER OF THE 10TH 
55 BC
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      SO FAR IN OUR STORY ALL THE DATES HAVE BEEN estimates – much better than guesses, but not really precise. Radiocarbon dating, for example, measures the rate of decay
         of the radioactive isotope carbon 14, which is found in all living things but which starts to decay at the moment of death
         at a precisely predictable rate. Using this method, scientists have been able to calculate the age of Cheddar Man to an accuracy
         of one hundred and fifty years.
      

      
      But now, in 55 BC, we can for the first time set a British date precisely in months and days. Two centuries after the travel
         jottings of Pytheas, our history finally collides full tilt with the culture of writing – and what a writer to start with!
         Gaius Julius Caesar not only shaped history – he also wrote about it. Reading his vivid account of his invasion of Britain,
         we can feel ourselves there with him in the early hours of 26 August 55 bc, rocking in the swell in his creaking wooden vessel
         off the white cliffs of Albion – and contemplating the unwelcome sight at the top of them.
      

      
      ‘Armed men,’ he wrote, ‘could be seen stationed on all the heights, and the nature of the place was such, with the shore edged
         by sheer cliffs, that javelins and spears could be hurled onto the beach.’
      

      
      The Roman force had sailed from France the previous night, cruising through the darkness with a fleet of eighty ships bearing
         two battle-hardened legions – about ten thousand men. Trying to control the western corner of Europe for Rome, Caesar had
         found his authority challenged by the Celtic peoples of Gaul, and he had a strong suspicion they had been receiving help from
         their cousins in Britain. He had tried to get to the bottom of it, calling together the merchants who traded with the Britons
         across the channel, but he had received no straight answers. His solution had been to spend the summer assembling his invasion
         fleet, and now, here at the top of the cliffs, was the reception committee.
      

      
      Caesar ordered his ships to sail along the coast for a few miles to where the cliffs gave way to a sloping beach, somewhere
         near the modern port of Deal. But the Britons kept pace with him along the cliff top on horseback and in chariots, then coming
         down to mass together menacingly on the beach. The Roman legionaries faced the unappealing prospect of leaping into chest-high
         water in their heavy armour and battling their way ashore.
      

      
      ‘Our troops,’ admitted Caesar, ‘were shaken, and they failed to show the same dash and enthusiasm as they did in land battles.’

      
      But then the standard-bearer of the 10th legion leapt down into the waves, brandishing high the silver eagle that was the
         symbol of the favour in which the gods held the regiment. Dressed in a wild-animal pelt, with the snarling head of a lion,
         bear or wolf fixed to the top of his helmet, the standard-bearer was guardian of the legion’s morale. While the eagle remained
         upright, the legion’s honour lived.
      

      
      ‘Jump down, men!’ cried the standard-bearer. ‘Unless you want the enemy to get your standard! You will not find me failing
         in my duty to my country or my leader!’
      

      
      According to Caesar, the Roman footsoldiers were transformed by the gallantry of the standard-bearer. Crashing down into the
         water after him, they fought their way up the shingle to regroup and form the disciplined lines of shields, spears and swords
         that made up the basic Roman battle formation. The Britons withdrew, and Caesar sent home news of a mighty victory. When his
         report reached Rome, the Senate voted an unprecedented twenty-day holiday of celebration.
      

      
      But the Roman conqueror then spent less than twenty days in Britain. A storm wrecked many of his ships, so Caesar headed smartly back to France before the weather got any worse. Next
         summer, in July 54 bc, he tried again, with redesigned landing craft whose shallow keels could be driven through the waves
         and up on to the beach. With more cavalry than at their first attempt, the Romans were able to secure their beachhead, march
         inland and cross the River Thames, fighting off hitand-run attacks. The Celtic chiefs that Caesar managed to corner offered
         the conqueror their allegiance. But once again the winter storms threatened, and the Romans had to hurry back to France. This
         time the Senate did not call a holiday.
      

      
      Julius Caesar was one of the towering figures of Western history. Tall and sharp-featured, with the thinning brushed-forward
         hairstyle immortalised in countless marble statues, he was a man of extraordinary charisma. A brilliant general, he fought
         off his rivals to gain control of the entire Roman Empire before being murdered by opponents of his absolute power. Later
         Roman emperors tried to borrow his glory by calling themselves Caesar, and his memory has been perpetuated into recent times
         by the German and Russian titles of Kaiser and Czar.
      

      
      In 45 bc he reformed the Western calendar. Known henceforward as the Julian calendar, this used the device of the leap year
         to keep the earthly year in pace with the sun. The month of July is named after him, as is the Caesarean method of delivering
         babies, deriving from the story that his mother died while giving birth to him and that he had to be cut out of her womb.
      

      
      Ever the self-publicist, he is famous for his declaration ‘Veni, vidi, vici ’ – ‘I came, I saw, I conquered’ – after his victory at Zela in central Turkey in 47 bc, and he conveyed a similar message
         of triumphant conquest when writing the history of his two brief, and only moderately successful, trips to Britain. Describing
         events in words had made the historical record more vivid and accurate in many ways – but words clearly provided no guarantee
         that history would now become more truthful.
      

   
      
      AND DID THOSE FEET? JESUS CHRIST AND THE LEGENDS OF GLASTONBURY 
AD 1–33
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         And did those feet in ancient time

         
         Walk upon England’s mountains green?

         
         And was the Holy Lamb of God

         
         On England’s pleasant pastures seen?

         
      

      
      SUNG AT RUGBY MATCHES AND PATRIOTIC OCCASIONS LIKE the Last Night of the Proms, the hymn ‘Jerusalem’ has become England’s unofficial national anthem. Its uplifting lines conjure
         up the wild idea that Jesus Christ himself, ‘the Holy Lamb of God’, set foot in England at some moment during his thirty-three
         years on earth. If Pytheas the Greek and Julius Caesar could make it from the Mediterranean, why not the Saviour?
      

      
      It could not possibly be. If Christ had had the time and means to travel the five thousand miles all the way from Palestine
         across Europe to England and back again in the course of his brief life, it would certainly have been recorded in the Gospels.
         And would not Christ himself have referred to the great adventure somewhere in his teaching?
      

      
      The myth has entered the folk memory sideways, through the fables inspired by Joseph of Arimathea, the rich disciple who provided
         the tomb for Christ’s body after the crucifixion. The Gospels tell us quite a lot about Joseph (not to be confused with Christ’s
         father, Joseph the carpenter). A well respected member of the Sanhedrin, or Supreme Council of the Jews, Joseph had kept secret
         his dangerous conversion to the message of Jesus. It was only a man of such standing who could have gone to Pontius Pilate,
         the Roman governor of Judaea, and asked for Christ’s dead body.
      

      
      But over the centuries – and we are talking of more than a dozen centuries – extra exploits were attributed to this substantial
         and intriguing character. Joseph is said to have been one of the disciples who travelled to northern Europe preaching the
         gospel. He was credited with founding the first monastery in Britain. Other tales supposed that he had made his wealth in
         the metals trade, and had been in the habit of visiting the south-west in search of Cornwall’s tin and Somerset’s high-quality
         lead. It was even imagined that Joseph was the uncle of the Virgin Mary, and therefore the great-uncle of Christ, and so might
         have brought the boy along on one of his business trips to the region.
      

      
      In 1502 came the first mention of a living relic that might lend some substance to these extraordinary tales – a hawthorn
         bush growing at Glastonbury Abbey in Somerset. Blossoming unusually around Christmastime, in the depths of winter and on Christ’s
         birthday, it was known as the Holy Thorn and was said to have been planted by Joseph of Arimathea himself when he stuck his
         staff into the ground and it took root. It was further said that Joseph had cut his staff from the same bush as Christ’s crown
         of thorns – and modern botanists have established that the Glastonbury thorn, a pinkish-flowered hawthorn known as Crataegus monogyna praecox, is indeed a plant that originated in the Middle East. It blooms in Glastonbury to this day and the first sprig of blossom
         is ceremonially cut every year and presented to the Queen, who keeps it on her desk over Christmas.
      

      
      In 1808, at the height of Britain’s bitter wars against Napoleon, the artist and poet William Blake pulled together the elements
         of the various Jesus and Glastonbury legends to create the poem that we now know as ‘Jerusalem’. Blake was a mystic and a
         radical, then making his living in a grimy engraving workshop in the sooty slums of London, where he dreamed of angels. He
         abhorred what he memorably described as the ‘dark satanic mills’ of industrial Britain, and he nursed the vision that a shining
         new society might be built. Jerusalem in our own day may be a sadly afflicted and tragically unholy place, but to Blake it
         was something glorious:
      

      
      
         Bring me my bow of burning gold!

         
         Bring me my arrows of desire!

         
         Bring me my spear! O clouds, unfold!

         
         Bring me my chariot of fire!

         
         I will not cease from mental fight,

         
         Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand,

         
         Till we have built Jerusalem,

         
         In England’s green and pleasant land.

         
      

      
      Two centuries later during the horrors of World War I, when the flower of Europe’s youth was being slaughtered in the trenches
         of northern France, the composer Hubert Parry set the visionary words to music. The first time the stirring strains of ‘Jerusalem’
         were heard in public was at a ‘Votes for Women’ concert in 1916, setting the note of reform and regeneration that the anthem
         retains to this day.
      

      
      Let us say it one more time – we can be as sure as the sun rises that Jesus Christ did not set foot in Glastonbury, or anywhere
         else in England. The legend of Joseph of Arimathea is not history. But over the centuries the story would play its part in
         inspiring history. In words and music, ‘Jerusalem’ gives wing to the sense of hope and shared endeavour that a community needs
         if it is to believe in itself – the vision of a national spirit as clean and pure as England’s beautiful green countryside.
         Things may be good, but let us not get complacent – ‘better must come’.
      

   
      
      THE EMPEROR CLAUDIUS TRIUMPHANT 
AD 43
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      AFTER CAESAR’S HASTY DEPARTURE IN 54 BC, IT WAS MORE than ninety years before the Romans tried to conquer Britain again – and when they eventually landed, they made the most
         of their triumph. In ad 43 the forty-thousand-strong army pushed resistance aside as it rolled up through Kent to the Thames,
         where the men were ordered to halt. The emperor Claudius wanted to catch up with them, and he duly arrived in splendour for
         the advance into modern Colchester, the principal British settlement of the south-east. The Roman victory parade featured
         a squadron of elephants, whose exotic appearance must have been greeted with amazement as they plodded through the Kent countryside.
      

      
      Swaying a dozen feet above the ground, the club-footed but canny Claudius proudly claimed Colchester as the capital of Rome’s
         latest province. Straight streets were laid down, with a forum and amphitheatre, and the showpiece was a high, rectangular,
         white-pillared temple. Roman veterans were given land around the town, in the centre of which rose a statue of the emperor.
         With firm chin, large nose and slicked-down hair, the statue made Claudius look remarkably like Julius Caesar.
      

      
      Claudius was considered a rather comical character by his contemporaries, who secretly mocked his physical handicaps. His
         dragging right foot was probably the result of brain damage at birth – his head and hands shook slightly – and he had a cracked,
         throaty and scarcely intelligible voice which, according to one of his enemies, belonged ‘to no land animal’. But as someone
         who had often found himself in the hands of doctors, he had a high regard for healing. He managed a soothing tone when dealing
         with the local chieftains of Britain, acknowledging that they had rights. He honoured them as ‘kings’ – which, in turn, boosted his own status as their emperor.
         Then in ad 54 Claudius died, to be succeeded by his stepson Nero, whose name would become proverbial for wilfulness and cruelty.
      

   
      
      BOADICEA, WARRIOR QUEEN 
AD 61
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      ANY BRITISH ‘KING’ WHO LIVED UNDER THE ROMANS HAD to pay a price for his protection. So when Prasutagus, the leader of the Iceni people, died in ad 60 he prudently left half
         his wealth and territories to the emperor Nero as a form of ‘death duty’. The Iceni occupied the flat fenlands that stretched
         down from the Wash across modern Norfolk and Suffolk and, like other Celtic peoples, they accepted the authority of female
         leaders. Dying without a son, Prasutagus had left his people in the care of his widow, Boadicea (or Boudicca), until their
         two daughters came of age.
      

      
      But women had few rights under Roman law, and Nero’s local officials treated Boadicea’s succession with contempt.

      
      ‘Kingdom and household alike,’ wrote the Roman historian Tacitus, author of the first history of Britain, ‘were plundered
         like prizes of war.’
      

      
      The lands of the Iceni nobles were confiscated and Boadicea was publicly beaten. Worst of all, her two daughters were raped.
         Outraged, in ad 61 the Iceni rose in rebellion, and it was Boadicea who led them into battle.
      

      
      ‘In stature she was very tall, in appearance most terrifying,’ wrote a later Roman historian, Dio Cassius. ‘Her glance was
         fierce, her voice harsh, a great mass of the most tawny hair cascaded to her hips.’
      

      
      Joined by other Britons, Boadicea with her rebel Iceni fell on Colchester in fury, slaughtering the inhabitants and smashing the white-pillared temple and other symbols of Roman oppression.
         Over eighteen hundred years later, in 1907, a boy swimming in the River Alde in Suffolk, deep in what had been Iceni territory,
         was astonished to discover the submerged bronze head of the emperor Claudius. Looking at the jagged edges of the severed neck
         today, one can almost hear the shouts of anger that have attended the satisfying ritual of statue-toppling over the centuries.
      

      
      The rebels now turned towards Londinium, the trading settlement that was just growing up around the recently built bridge
         over the Thames. The vengeance they wreaked here was equally bitter. Today, four metres below the busy streets of the modern
         capital, near the Bank of England, lies a thick red band of fired clay and debris which archaeologists know as ‘Boadicea’s
         Layer’. The city to which the Iceni set the torch burned as intensely as it would in World War II during the firebomb raids
         of the Germans. Temperatures rose as high as 1000 degrees Celsius – and, not far away, in the Walbrook Stream that runs down
         to the Thames, has been found a grisly collection of skulls, violently hacked from their bodies.
      

      
      Boadicea’s forces had wiped out part of a Roman legion that had marched to the rescue of Colchester. But the bulk of the Roman
         troops had been on a mission in the north-west to hunt down the Druids and destroy their groves on the island of Anglesey,
         and it was a measure of Boadicea’s self-assurance that she now headed her army in that north-westerly direction. Her spectacular
         victories had swollen her ranks, not only with warriors but with their families too, in a vast wagon train of women and children.
         She laid waste to the Roman settlement of Verulamium, modern St Albans, then moved confidently onwards.
      

      
      Meanwhile the Romans had been gathering reinforcements and the two forces are thought to have met somewhere in the Midlands,
         probably near the village of Mancetter, just north of Coventry.
      

      
      ‘I am fighting for my lost freedom, my bruised body and my outraged daughters!’ cried Boadicea, as she rode in her chariot
         in front of her troops. ‘Consider how many of you are fighting and why – then you will win this battle, or perish! That is
         what I, a woman, plan to do! Let the men live in slavery if they want to.’
      

      
      These fighting words come from the pen of Tacitus, who describes the fierce showdown in which the much smaller, but impeccably
         armed and drilled, Roman army wore down the hordes of Boadicea. At the crux of the battle, it was the wagon train of British
         women and children that proved their menfolk’s undoing. The camp followers had fanned out in a semicircle to watch the battle,
         fully expecting another victory. But as the Britons were driven back, they found themselves hemmed in by their own wagons,
         and the slaughter was terrible – eighty thousand Britons killed, according to one report, and just four hundred Romans. Boadicea
         took poison rather than fall into the hands of her enemies, and, legend has it, gave poison to her daughters for the same
         reason.
      

      
      It was only when some of Tacitus’ writings, lost for many centuries, were rediscovered five hundred and fifty years ago that
         Britain found out that its history had featured this inspiring and epic warrior queen. Plays and poems were written to celebrate
         Boadicea’s battle for her people’s rights and liberties, and in 1902 a stirring statue in her honour was raised in the shadow
         of the Houses of Parliament. There on the banks of the Thames you can see Boadicea thrusting her spear defiantly into the
         air, while her daughters shelter in the chariot beside her.
      

      
      But the menacing curved blades on Boadicea’s chariot wheels are, sadly, the invention of a later time. Remains of the Britons’
         light bentwood chariots show no scythes on the wheels. Nor is there evidence of another great myth, that Boadicea fought
         her last battle near London and that her body lies where she fell – in the ground on which King’s Cross Station was built
         many years later. Her supposed grave beneath platform ten at King’s Cross is the reason why Harry Potter’s Hogwarts Express
         leaves, magically, from Platform Nine and Three-Quarters.
      

      
      In fact, the bones of the great queen probably do lie near a railway line – albeit more than a hundred miles north of King’s
         Cross, near Mancetter in modern Warwickshire. The trains on the Euston line between London and the north-west rumble through
         the battlefield where, historians calculate, Boadicea fought her last battle.
      

   
      
      HADRIAN’S WALL 
AD 122
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      THE ROMANS EXACTED FIERCE REVENGE FOR BOADICEA’S revolt. Reinforcements were sent over from Germany and, as Tacitus put it, ‘hostile or wavering peoples were ravaged with
         fire and sword’.
      

      
      But tempers cooled, and in ad 77 a new governor arrived in Britain, Gnaeus Julius Agricola. His daughter was married to the
         historian Tacitus and it seems likely that Tacitus himself came with his father-in-law and served on his staff. In which case,
         it was from first-hand observation that he described how Agricola, to promote peace, ‘encouraged individuals and helped communities
         to build temples, market-places and houses. Further, he trained the sons of the chiefs in the liberal arts and expressed a
         preference for British natural ability.’
      

      
      The result, wrote the reporter-historian, was that ‘the people, who used to reject the Latin language, began to aspire to
         being eloquent in it. Even the wearing of our Roman robes and togas came to be esteemed. And so, little by little, the Britons
         were seduced into alluring vices – colonnades, baths and elegant banquets.’
      

      
      Then, as now, the well-to-do locals showed themselves suckers for Italian trendiness. Beautiful mosaics, underfloor heating,
         villas, law courts, council chambers, sports stadiums, bath-houses, amphitheatres, roads – handsome stone structures of all
         kinds sprang up in the main Roman settlements, especially in the south of the island. But the most massive construction project
         of all was the Empire’s huge northern frontier wall, started in ad 122 and some six years in the building.
      

      
      The great wall was the work of the emperor Hadrian, a patient and thorough man who spent half of his twenty-one-year reign
         systematically travelling the boundaries of his vast Empire, sorting out problems. In Britain, Rome’s problem was the warlike
         peoples in the north of the island – the Picts and the Caledonians – whom the legions had found it impossible to subdue.
      

      
      Running seventy-three miles from the River Tyne on the east coast to the Solway Firth on the west, Hadrian’s Wall was 3 metres
         thick and 5 metres high, a huge stone-faced rampart with a succession of full-scale frontier forts along its length. In 143,
         Hadrian’s successor Antoninus built another row of ditches and turf defences a hundred miles further north, and for as long
         as this, the Antonine Wall, held, it created a broad northern band of Roman-dominated territory.
      

      
      Excavations show that Hadrian’s Wall was a centre of bustling colonial life where soldiers and their families lived, traded
         and, to judge from the scraps of letters that survive, invited each other to dinner parties. To the rolling windswept hills
         of northern Britain the Romans brought garum, the dark, salty fish sauce that was the ketchup of the Roman legionary, poured over everything. For the sweet tooth there
         was defrutum – concentrated grape syrup that tasted like fruit squash. Another scrap of letter refers to the thermal socks and underwear
         that a Roman soldier needed to keep himself warm on the northern border.
      

      
      It is not likely that many of Britain’s border farmers wore togas or conversed in Latin. But they must have learned a few
         words as they haggled over the price of grain with the Roman quartermaster or bit on the coins that bore the current emperor’s
         head. It was during Britain’s Roman centuries that cabbages, peas, parsnips and turnips came to be cultivated in the British
         Isles. The Romans brought north bulkier, more meat-bearing strains of cattle, as well as apples, cherries, plums and walnuts
         for British orchards – plus lilies, roses, pansies and poppies to provide scent and colour for the island’s early gardens.
         The British were famous for their trained hunting dogs, which they bred, trained and sold to Europe. But it was probably thanks
         to the Romans that now appeared, curled up by the second-century fireside, the domestic cat.
      

      
      The Romans were proud of what they called Pax Romana, ‘the Roman peace’. They cultivated the life of the city – civitas in Latin – the root of our word civilisation, connecting city to city with their superb, straight, stone and gravel roads.
         Some Britons joined the Roman army and were sent off to live in other parts of the Empire. Soldiers from the Balkans and southern
         Europe came to Britain, married local girls and helped create a mingled, cosmopolitan way of life. In ad 212 the emperor Caracalla granted full citizenship
         to all free men in the Empire, wherever they might live.
      

      
      But the comforts of Roman civilisation depended on the protection of the tough, battle-ready legions that had built the Empire
         and now guarded its frontiers. Organised in units of a hundred (hence the title of their commanding officer, the centurion),
         Roman legionaries drilled every day – ‘cutting down trees, carrying burdens, jumping over ditches, swimming in sea or river
         water, going on route marches at full pace, or even running fully armed and with packs,’ as one fourth-century reporter described
         them. Could a modern SAS man emulate the crack Roman cavalrymen who had mastered the art of vaulting on to their horses’ backs
         in full armour?
      

      
      Those who remained outside the Empire were warriors too – and of them there were many more. The Romans called them barbari, from a Greek word that originally meant ‘outsiders’ but which came to be tinged with notions of savagery and fear. In ad
         197, less than seventy years after its massive fortifications were completed, Hadrian’s Wall was overrun by the Picts, the
         warlike barbarians of the north. Many of its forts had to be reconstructed.
      

      
      A hundred years later southern Britain faced another threat. Sailing across from the low coastal islands of northern Germany
         came the Angles and Saxons – pirates who preyed on the prosperous farms and villas of the south-east in lightning hit-and-run-and-row
         raids. In 285 the Romans started fortifying a line of defences and watchtowers to keep them at bay. Eventually the fortifications
         stretched all the way from Norfolk down to the mouth of the Thames and round the south coast to the Isle of Wight. The Romans
         called it the Saxon Shore.
      

      
      But there was only so much that forts and soldiers could achieve. The pressures of peoples are hard to resist. The Angles,
         Saxons and other raiders from across the sea were part of the great swirlings of populations that were bringing change to
         every part of Europe. These barbarians – most of them Germanic peoples – penetrated the Empire willy-nilly, and by the early
         years of the fifth century they were sweeping southwards, threatening the survival of Rome itself. The legions were called
         home. In ad 410 the British asked the emperor Honorius for help against the continuing inroads of the seaborne raiders. But the bleak answer came back that from now on the inhabitants
         of Britannia must fend for themselves.
      

   

      

      ARTHUR, ONCE AND FUTURE KING 
AD 410-C.600
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      ‘THE DARK AGES’ IS THE LABEL HISTORIANS USED TO APPLY to the centuries after the legions left Britain. With the departure of the Romans, civilisation literally departed as well.

         If any written records of this time were made, virtually none has survived, and to this day we can only guess at exactly who

         did what to whom from 410 until nearly 600. Unlike Julius Caesar, the Anglo-Saxons did not keep invasion diaries.

      


      

      What we do know for sure is that the Angles, Saxons and other peoples of northern Germany kept on rowing across the water

         to the white cliffs and sheltered harbours of Albion. Their poems tell of their brave exploits cresting the waves in their

         oar-powered, plank-built boats. Within a century and a half of the Romans’ departure, the south-east corner of the island

         had indeed become the Saxon Shore. The newcomers had moved in and were busy creating their new kingdoms of Essex, Sussex and

         Wessex – the lands of the East, the South and West Saxons. They came, they saw, they settled.

      


      

      The settlement extended widely. The Angles gave their name to East Anglia, and they founded more kingdoms up the coast – Lindsey

         (now Lincolnshire) and Northumbria, literally the land of the people north of the Humber, the wide estuary that separates

         modern Hull and Grimsby. In the Midlands lay the kingdom of Mercia, the people of the borders or boundaries. By the time this

         mosaic of little sovereignties was complete, the newcomers held most of the land.

      


      

      But modern excavation has uncovered little evidence that this was a violent ethnic takeover. Hundreds of Roman villas and

         settlements have been dug up, with no severed skulls or suggestions of blood spilt on the tiles. No equivalent of Boadicea’s

         fire-scorched layer has yet been found in what was becoming Anglo-Saxon England.

      


      

      It would seem that most of the people who were left behind by the legions – the Romano-Britons – made some sort of peace,

         more or less grudging, with their new masters. Settlements along one river in Sussex show the Romano-Britons on one side and

         the Saxons on the other. The earliest law code of the West Saxons, drawn up by King Ine in the late seventh century, allowed

         the British who held land in his domain to keep some of their own customs.

      


      

      It was further west and to the north that the violence occurred, in Cornwall, Wales and Scotland – the great crescent of sea,

         moors and mountains later called the Celtic fringe. Roman influence had been relatively slight here and the Celts had preserved

         their traditional identity. There is evidence of fortification and battles in these border areas, drawing a bitter boundary

         of blood and language between Celt and Anglo-Saxon. Wælisc, from which we get the word ‘Welsh’, was an Anglo-Saxon term applied to foreigners and also to slaves. And when the Welsh

         talk of England today they use a word that means ‘the lost lands’.

      


      

      It is from the so-called Dark Ages that some of Britain’s most potent legends have sprung. As later chroniclers looked back,

         they pieced together scraps of memory and folklore – like the tales of the Saxon warriors Hengist (‘the stallion’) and Horsa

         (‘the horse’), who were invited to Britain to help the locals and who then turned on their hosts. Did Hengist and Horsa really

         exist? The great modern expert on the subject was J. R. R. Tolkien, Professor of Anglo-Saxon at Oxford University from 1925

         to 1945, who, having soaked up the atmosphere of these mysterious years, made up some legends of his own: Tolkien’s tales

         of The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings resound with the clash of swords in dark forests, where fantastical characters flit half-seen through a vanished landscape.

      


      

      It took Tolkien twenty years to create his epic saga – ‘saga’ is the Norse word for ‘tale’ – but England’s greatest Dark Age

         legend was generations in the making. In 1113 some French priests visiting Devon and Cornwall were astonished to be told of a great king

         – Arthur – who had once ruled over those parts and who would one day return from the grave to rule again. When the educated

         visitors laughed at the story, they found themselves pelted with vegetables by the irate locals.

      


      

      The stirring legend of Arthur stems from fleeting references in a chronicle of around 829 – three or four centuries after

         he was supposed to have existed – attributed to a Welsh scholar called Nennius. There we read of a brave warrior who is said

         to have fought and won no less than twelve battles against the Saxons, and of that historical Arthur we know little more.

         But over the years, poets, painters, storytellers – and, in our own day, composers and filmmakers – have striven to embellish

         the Arthur of legend. Merlin, Guinevere, Sir Galahad, the Round Table, the Holy Grail, the Sword in the Stone and the Mists

         of Avalon were all later additions to the story. Tourist sites like Glastonbury, Tintagel, Winchester and the ancient hill

         fort of South Cadbury in Somerset have added their own local details as they have each staked their claim to having been Camelot,

         the mythical seat of Arthur’s court.

      


      

      The legend of Arthur has struck a chord with every age, but his tale is strongly tinged with melancholy. Though chivalrous

         and brave, the King Arthur of poem and fable is defeated in his final battle, surrendering his sword, as he dies, to the Lady

         of the Lake. His knightly Round Table was overthrown, just as Romano-British culture was swamped by the new realities of the

         fifth and sixth centuries. So both in history and legend Arthur embodies a theme that has proved dear to patriotic hearts

         over the centuries – the heroic failure.

      


   
      
      POPE GREGORY’S ANGELS 
C.AD 575
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      IT IS EASY TO FORGET HOW MANY HAZARDS LIFE HELD IN previous centuries. Nowadays, if you get blood-poisoning from a bad tooth or an infected cut, you take antibiotics. In those
         days you died. For that reason, outright death in battle was almost preferable to the slow, agonising end that came with a
         gangrenous wound. And there was another battle hazard – if you were captured, you could well end up a slave.
      

      
      Imagine yourself living in a village in the fifth or sixth century and seeing a strange boat coming up the river filled with
         armed men. You would run for the woods at once, for fear that you might be taken captive, never to see your family again.
         That’s what happened to the young St Patrick, the son of a town councillor living on the west coast of Britain in the early
         fifth century. Kidnapped by raiders when he was sixteen, Patrick suffered six years of slavery in Ireland before he finally
         escaped.
      

      
      Along the trade routes of Europe travelled merchants carrying with them the hot items for which the rich would pay good money
         – gold, jewels, wine, spices and slaves, a number of them captured in the battles between the Slavic peoples of the Balkans.
         The medieval Latin word sclavus (‘captive’) is the root of the modern words ‘Slav’ and ‘slave’. In the principal European markets there was a corner where
         you could buy yourself a maidservant, a labourer, or even a scribe to take care of your writing and accounting chores. Teeth
         were inspected and limbs prodded by would-be purchasers, just as buyers today kick the tyres of cars.
      

      
      It was in such a slave market in Rome that Abbot Gregory, a priest well known for his piety, was strolling one day around
         575. Though Gregory had been born into a wealthy Roman family that owned slaves, he had sold off his estates to found monasteries
         and had become popular for his good deeds and his sense of humour – he had something of a weakness for wordplay and puns. Struck by the unusual appearance of a group of young captives with fair complexions and
         golden hair, he asked where they came from.
      

      
      ‘From the island of Britain,’ he was told, and specifically from the kingdom of Deira in Northumbria, the moorland area around
         the town of York, roughly equivalent to modern Yorkshire. At the mention of Deira, Gregory was tempted to one of his puns.
         In Latin, de ira means ‘from wrath’.
      

      
      ‘Then let us hope they will be rescued from wrath,’ he said, ‘and that they will be called to the mercy of Christ.’

      
      But it was the news that these captives were Angles that inspired the pun that has been polished and repolished over the centuries.
         ‘Non Angli sed angeli,’ Gregory is supposed to have said – ‘They are not Angles, but angels.’
      

      
      In fact, Gregory did not say that. His wordplay was more complicated. ‘They have angelic faces,’ he said in the most widely
         circulated version of this story, recorded about a hundred and fifty years later, ‘and it is right that they should become
         joint heirs with the angels in heaven.’They might look like angels, in other words, but they were not angels yet. Christian
         conversion of these Anglish was called for.
      

      
      Abbot Gregory, who became Pope Gregory I in 590, was a major figure in the growth of the Catholic Church. He is revered in
         Catholic and Greek Orthodox history as Gregory the Great – and, indeed, as a saint. His keen political sense and the popularity
         that he cultivated with the people of Rome contributed greatly to making the popes more than religious leaders. In due course
         the papacy would take over the city of Rome and would rule all of central Italy. Gregory also reformed the Church’s services
         and rituals, giving his name to the solemn chanting inherited from Hebrew music, the ‘Gregorian’ chant or plainsong, whose
         haunting cadences could spread the faith across language barriers, making music possible without the need for musical instruments.
      

      
      But it is for his wordplay in the slave market that he is remembered in English history. The sight of the fair Anglish captives
         in Rome inspired Pope Gregory to send missionaries northwards. He made history’s pun come true – by giving the Angles (as
         well as the Saxons and the Britons) a chance to join the angels.
      

   
      
      ST AUGUSTINE’S MAGIC 
AD 597

      
      [image: image]

      
      IN THE HIGH SUMMER OF 597 POPE GREGORY’S MISSIONARIES landed on the Isle of Thanet in Kent bearing painted banners, silver crosses and holy relics. The man that Gregory had picked
         to lead the mission to the Angles was a trusted old colleague, Augustine – and his first target was cleverly chosen. King
         Ethelbert of Kent was a pagan, but his wife Bertha was a Christian, a Frankish princess who had brought her own chaplain from
         Paris. If Kent’s king was allowing his wife to practise her Christian faith in Kent’s capital (Kent-erbury or Canterbury),
         he must be a promising prospect for conversion.
      

      
      Ethelbert greeted the missionaries with caution, insisting that their first meeting should be out of doors – he did not want
         to be trapped by their alien magic.
      

      
      ‘I cannot abandon the age-old beliefs that I have held,’ he declared in his speech of welcome. ‘But since you have travelled
         far, and I can see that you are sincere in your desire to share with us what you believe to be true and excellent, we will
         not harm you.’
      

      
      In fact, the King let Augustine and his forty followers base themselves in Canterbury at an old church where Bertha worshipped
         – clear evidence that Christianity was by no means new to a country which had previously been a Roman province. Some time
         in the third century St Alban had become Britain’s earliest saint and martyr when he suffered execution for protecting a Christian
         priest – and after the emperor Constantine was converted in 312, Christianity had been tolerated across the empire. But then
         the Anglo-Saxons had imported their pantheon of Germanic gods, a collection of very human deities inspired by storms, victory
         in battle and the forces of nature. The word ‘pagan’ comes from pagus, Latin for a country district and its inhabitants. When the Anglo-Saxon ploughman went out to cut his first furrow of the year, he would kneel and say a prayer as he buried a fertility cake baked from the last harvest’s grain, asking the gods
         to allow the seed to germinate again.
      

      
      Back in Rome, Pope Gregory had told Augustine to treat such pagan customs with respect. ‘For in these days,’ he explained,
         ‘the Church corrects some things strictly and allows others out of leniency … By doing so she often succeeds in checking an
         evil of which she disapproves.’
      

      
      The Pope wisely suggested that churches should be built where the old pagan temples had been – ‘in order that the people may
         the more familiarly resort to the places with which they have been accustomed’.
      

      
      Rather than sacrifice to Mother Earth, the pagans were encouraged to pray to the mother of Jesus, the Virgin Mary. And our
         modern calendar shows the live-and-let-live interaction between old and new: Sun-day and Moon-day were followed by Tiw’s-day,
         Woden’s-day, Thor’s-day and Freya’s-day, named after the Germanic gods of war, wisdom, thunder and love respectively. Saturn’s-day
         was another pagan hangover – from the Romans in pre-Christian times. The feast of Easter gets its name from Eastre, the Anglo-Saxon
         goddess of dawn and fertility.
      

      
      As Ethelbert cannily studied Augustine and his companions, he came to the conclusion that the Christians posed no threat to
         him. On the contrary,he liked what they had to offer– learning,piety,discipline, and a ready-made band of activists who were
         keen to go out and spread these solid virtues among his people. Augustine helped the king draw up the first Anglo-Saxon law
         code. The Christian magic was a potent and modern magic, and he had a special reason for urgency – Augustine and his missionaries
         warned all they met that the end of the world was nigh and that God’s terrible judgement was at hand. Fourteen hundred years
         later we speak of the early Church, but Gregory, Augustine and their fellow-believers did not know they were only at the beginning of a very long story.
         They believed that time was short. Jesus could be coming back to earth at any moment – maybe that very night, ‘like a thief
         ’, as he promised in the Bible – and King Ethelbert decided not to take the chance that these learned newcomers with their
         documents and paintings might be wrong.
      

      
      Ethelbert was baptised, and he invited Augustine to make Canterbury the headquarters of his missionary efforts, giving him the land and money to build the first Canterbury Cathedral.
         To this day, Canterbury remains the headquarters of the Church of England, and Archbishops of Canterbury sit on the throne
         of St Augustine.
      

   
      
      KING OSWY AND THE CROWN OF THORNS 
AD 664
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      AUGUSTINE AND HIS FOLLOWERS WERE NOT THE ONLY missionaries at work converting the pagans of Anglo-Saxon England in the years around AD 600. For nearly half a century,
         Celtic monks from the island of Iona off the shore of western Scotland had been travelling around, preaching Christianity
         to the inhabitants of northern England. Their teachings were inspired by the kidnapped St Patrick (see p. 23), who, after
         escaping from slavery in Ireland, could not rid himself of the ‘cry of unbaptised children’. He had returned to convert his
         Irish captors – and, according to legend, had also rid Ireland of snakes in the process.
      

      
      The graphic emblem of the Irish missionaries was the Celtic cross, the symbol of Christianity surrounded by a sunburst. Irish
         monks happily sought inspiration in Celtic culture, incorporating the sinuous geometric patterns of its imagery into their
         Christian manuscripts. They shaved the front of their heads in the tradition of the Druids and had their own date for Easter.
         So in the early seventh century England’s patchwork of Anglo-Saxon kingdoms was being converted from two directions, with
         north and south practising Christianity in different ways.
      

      
      The problem came to a head when King Oswy of Northumbria married Eanfled, a princess from Kent, who came north with her own chaplain and other followers. They practised their religion
         in the manner that Augustine had established – including the latest Roman way of calculating when Easter should fall. Christ
         had been crucified in Jerusalem as the Jews were gathering for the feast of Passover, so Easter’s timing had to relate to
         the Jewish lunar calendar which ran from new moon to new moon in a cycle of 291/2 days. But the Christian church used Rome’s Julian calendar, which was based on the annual 3651/4-day cycle of the sun – and whichever way you try, 291/2 into 3651/4 does not go.
      

      
      ‘Such was the confusion in those days’, related the historian Bede, ‘that Easter was sometimes kept twice in one year, so
         that when the king [Oswy] had ended Lent and was keeping Easter, the queen [Eanfled] and her attendants were still fasting
         and keeping Palm Sunday.’
      

      
      Oswy decided to call a conference to sort out this clash of timing and to resolve the whole range of differences between the
         rival bands of priests – among them the vexed question of the correct religious hairstyle, or tonsure. Down in the south clergy
         shaved a bald patch on the top of their heads, leaving a thin circle of hair all round the head just above the temples, in
         memory of Christ’s crown of thorns. This was the Roman tonsure that contrasted with the Druid-like hairstyle of the Celtic
         monks, who shaved the front of their heads along a line going over the top of the scalp from ear to ear, with the hair behind
         their ears tumbling down in long, flowing and sometimes greasy locks. Not for the last time in English history, hairstyles
         were vivid and visible symbols of divided loyalties.
      

      
      The two sets of holy men squared off at a synod, or church council, held in 664 at the Abbey of Whitby, high on a hill overlooking
         the rugged Yorkshire coast.
      

      
      ‘Easter is observed by men of different nations and languages at one and the same time in Africa, Asia, Egypt, Greece, and
         throughout the world,’ argued the Roman, southern English side. ‘The only people who stupidly contend against the whole world
         are those Irishmen …’
      

      
      ‘It is strange that you call us stupid,’ retorted the Irish spokesman, citing the support of the gospel writer St John, and,
         more pertinently, St Columba, who had founded the great monastery of Iona from which so many of the Irish monks had come.
      

      
      In the end it was the King who resolved the arguments. The Canterbury side had based their case on the authority of St Peter,
         who was believed to have brought Christianity to the city of Rome and to whom Jesus Christ had said, ‘I will give unto thee
         the keys of the kingdom of heaven.’ These words from the Bible impressed King Oswy mightily.
      

      
      ‘I tell you,’ said the King, ‘if Peter is guardian of the gates of heaven, I shall not contradict him. Otherwise when I come
         to the gates of heaven, there may be no one to open them.’
      

      
      Heaven and earth seemed very close in a world where life was so fragile. King Oswy plumped for the Roman Easter, the Roman
         tonsure and the overall authority of the Pope in Rome, tying England more firmly to the church’s ‘world headquarters’, with
         Canterbury confirmed as the local ‘head office’. The first reaction of the long-haired monks who had argued the Celtic case
         was to leave Northumbria disgruntled, returning to Iona and eventually to Ireland. There they discovered, however, that some
         Irish churches were already calculating Easter according to the latest Roman system – and the Roman tonsure eventually followed.
         In due course razors would shave the necks and scalps of all Irish monks in the Roman crown-of-thorns style.
      

      
      Six years later, in 670, King Oswy, whose voice had been so decisive in Rome’s victory, died as he was setting out on a pilgrimage
         to the Holy See of St Peter in Rome. His body was brought back to Whitby to be buried at the site of the historic synod by
         the sea, and if his spirit did manage to find its way to the gates of heaven, we must presume that St Peter was waiting there
         for him with the keys.
      

   
      
      CAEDMON, THE FIRST ENGLISH POET 
C.AD 680
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      CAE DMON WAS A HERDSMAN WHO LOOKED AFTER THE FARM animals at the monastery of Whitby. His Celtic name tells us he was of native British descent, like so many others, as a
         labourer for the new Anglo-Saxon masters of the land.
      

      
      Caedmon was something of a dreamer – and very shy. When guests gathered for the firelit evenings of song and recitation with
         which the people of the time entertained themselves he would shrink away when he saw the harp heading in his direction. He
         would slip quietly back to his home in the stables – and it was on one such evening, lying down in the straw to sleep among
         the animals, that he had a dream. The cowherd saw a man beside him.
      

      
      ‘Caedmon,’ said the stranger, ‘sing me a song.’

      
      ‘I don’t know how to sing,’ he replied. ‘I left the feast because I cannot sing – that’s why I’m here.’

      
      ‘But you shall sing to me,’ insisted the man.

      
      ‘What shall I sing?’ asked Caedmon.

      
      ‘Sing the song of creation,’ came the answer.

      
      At once, in his dream, Caedmon found himself singing to God in a rush of poetry that he was astonished to hear coming from
         his own mouth – ‘Nu scylun hergan, haefaenricaes uard’ – ‘Now shall we praise the keeper of the kingdom of heaven.’
      

      
      When he awoke next morning, Caedmon found that he could remember the whole verse from his dream, and that he could compose
         more. There and then he created an entire song, the ‘Hymn of Creation’. He recited it that same morning to his boss the reeve
         – the manager of the abbey farm – who was so impressed that he took the cowherd along for a meeting with the head of the monastery,
         the abbess Hilda.
      

      
      Hilda was a lively and welcoming woman. As Abbess of Whitby she had been hostess of the great synod that had argued over Easter
         and hair-styles some twenty years earlier, and now she gathered together a group of clerics to audition this cowherd who could
         sing. When they heard Caedmon’s ‘Hymn of Creation’, the learned panel agreed that his gift of composing could only have come
         from God, and that the stranger in his dream must have been an angel. To test him, they picked out another theme, a story
         from the Bible, and next day he brought them more visionary verses that had come to him in the stable during the night.
      

      
      Hilda was delighted. Caedmon should give up tending the cattle, she suggested. He must become a monk – and as the cowherd
         came to know the great stories of the Bible, so the inspiration flowed. He sang of the creation of the world, of how the human
         race had started and how the children of Israel had found themselves entering the Promised Land. He sang of Christ coming
         down to earth, of how God’s son was crucified and then rose miraculously from the dead. And he also sang darker songs – warnings
         against the flames of hell and the terrors of the Last Judgement. Caedmon was like one of the cows that he used to tend, wrote
         a fellow-monk. He transformed everyday words into poetry, just as a cow, by chewing and ruminating, turns humble grass into
         green, fresh-smelling cud.
      

      
      The cowherd stunned his listeners because his sacred verses were in the earthy language of ordinary people. By tradition,
         holy things had to be said in Latin, the language of the Church. In those days church services were all in Latin – as was
         the Bible. Speaking Latin was the sign of being educated and therefore superior. But now Caedmon was daring to sing hymns
         in Anglish, or englisc,the racy and rhythmic language of the Angles that was spreading across the island. Englisc was the language of the Anglo-Saxons’ pagan sagas. In making poetry from the language of the less privileged, Caedmon, who
         died in the year 680,could be compared to a folksinger or even a modern rapper – and in Anglo-Saxon terms his ‘Hymn of Creation’
         was certainly a popular hit. It survives as part of his story in no fewer than twenty-one hand-copied versions.
      

      
      Every modern pop song bears a credit line – ‘Copyright: Lennon–McCartney’, or whatever. Below the earliest surviving poem
         in English, composed one night in a stable on the edge of the Yorkshire moors, are written the words: ‘Caedmon first sang
         this song.’
      

   
      
      THE VENERABLE BEDE 
AD 672⁄3–735
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      WE KNOW ABOUT CAEDMON THE COWHERD, HILDA THE abbess, the Angles and the angels, and the insults that the Irish and English monks hurled at each other as they argued about
         hair-styles and the timing of Easter, thanks to the writings of the very first English historian, the Venerable Bede. To modern
         ears, it is a weird and even pompous-sounding name – ‘venerable’ meaning ancient and worthy, ‘Bede’ being an old word for
         prayer. But Bede the man was anything but pompous. He was a down-to-earth and rather humorous character – as you might expect
         of a Geordie lad, born in Northumbria near Monkwearmouth, now part of modern Sunderland. Bede spent most of his life in Jarrow
         on the banks of the River Tyne, where the modern Geordie accent, according to linguists, can be traced back to the Old English
         dialect spoken by Bede and his fellow-Northumbrians in Anglo-Saxon times.
      

      
      The boy was just seven, and quite possibly an orphan, when he was handed into the care of the local monastery. In Anglo-Saxon
         England monks operated the only schools, and they trained their pupils in harsh conditions. In winter it was so cold in the
         Jarrow cloisters that pens slipped from the fingers of the priestly hands – while summer brought flies and infection. When
         plague struck the monastery in 685,the only survivors who could scratch up a choir were the twelve-year-old Bede and the old
         abbot, who managed to keep the services going between them, chanting and responding to each other across the chapel.
      

      
      Today there is a Bede Station on the Newcastle to South Shields line of the Tyne and Wear Metro. If you get off the train
         and walk past the oil tanks and electricity power lines of modern Jarrow you soon come to the very chapel where Bede and the
         abbot kept the singing alive thirteen hundred years ago. Sometimes there is only a thin curtain between the past and ourselves. In those days the Jarrow monastery was surrounded by green fields, and from its ruins you can get
         an idea of how Bede lived his life, studying and writing by candlelight for more than fifty years in his small stone cell.
      

      
      He wrote with a sharpened goose quill that he dipped in acid. ‘Encaustum’ was the monks’ word for ink, from the same Latin word that gives us ‘caustic’, meaning ‘biting’ or ‘burning’. Darkened with
         iron salts, Bede’s ink literally bit into his writing surface, which was not paper but parchment – scraped animal skin. The
         parchment would have been stretched out initially on a wooden frame that prevented the skin from shrinking back into the shape
         of the lamb, calf or kid from which it came. It could take as many as five hundred calfskins to make one Bible.
      

      
      On this primitive but very effective and durable surface, Bede worked magic. He wrote no less than sixty-eight books – commentaries
         on the Bible, a guide to spelling, works on science, the art of poetry, mathematics, astronomy, philosophy, grammar, the lives
         of Christian martyrs and a book of hymns. From his bright and simple Latin prose we get to know a man who was also interested
         in carpentry, music and the movement of the tides, which he studied and measured on long walks along the sands and rockpools
         of the blowy Northumbrian coast. Bede took a particular interest in cooking. He kept his own store of peppercorns, precious
         spices transported by traders from the other side of the world, to pound and sprinkle on the bland monastery food. He could
         be frank about the drawbacks of the monkish life. Writing of King Saul’s two wives, he ruefully admitted: ‘How can I comment
         on this who have not even been married to one?’
      

      
      It is largely thanks to Bede that today we date our history from the birth of Christ – the ad method of dating that gets its
         name from the Latin anno domini (‘in the year of our Lord’). The Romans had based their dating system on the accession dates of their emperors, but in his
         work On the Reckoning of Time, written in 725 ad, Bede took up the idea that the Church should not rely on this pagan system, particularly since it was
         the Romans who persecuted Christ. How much better to date the Christian era from the birth of Our Saviour himself! Six years
         later Bede put the system into practice when he wrote the book for which he is principally remembered – The Ecclesiastical History of the English People.
      

      
      To this day, Bede’s vivid narrative brings alive the texture of a turbulent time. He was a storytelling monk with a human
         touch, describing the terrible effects of famine in the land of the South Saxons where whole families, starving, would hold
         hands and jump off the white Sussex cliffs in tragic suicide pacts. In a credulous age he had a sceptical wit, poking fun,
         for example, at the legend that St Patrick had rid Ireland of snakes. This must mean, he wrote, that if any snakes happened
         to come over in a boat from Britain, they only had to inhale the scented Irish air to breathe their last.
      

      
      This gentle dig at the Irish Christians reflected Bede’s prejudices. He was English and proud of it. For him, the Angles and
         Saxons were God’s chosen people, and his history tells us little about the Scots, and still less about the Welsh, of whom
         he disapproved heartily as troublesome heretics. He believed that life had a purpose, that men and women can shape their own
         destiny through hard work and faith – and for him that destiny was Christian and English.
      

      
      But Bede’s proudly local story contains scenes and ideas with which anyone could identify today. Imagine yourself among a
         group of Anglo-Saxon nobles discussing the pros and cons of the new Christian faith, when one of them comes up with this interpretation
         of life:
      

      
      
         It seems to me that the life of man on earth is like the swift flight of a single sparrow through the banqueting hall where
               you are sitting at dinner on a winter’s day with your captains and counsellors. In the midst there is a comforting fire to
               warm the hall. Outside, the storms of winter rain and snow are raging. This sparrow flies swiftly in through one window of
               the hall and out through another. While he is inside, the bird is safe from the winter storms, but after a few moments of
               comfort, he vanishes from sight into the wintry world from which he came. So, man appears on earth for a little while – but
               of what went before this life, or of what follows, we know nothing.

      

      
      Bede’s own sparrow flight across the hall of life was lengthy by Anglo-Saxon standards. He died when he was sixty-two, surrounded
         by his pupils, who were helping him finish his last work, a translation of the Gospel of St John into ‘our language’, that
         is, from Latin into englisc.
      

      
      ‘Learn quickly now,’ he told them, ‘for I do not know how much longer I will live.’

      
      He dictated the final chapter, then turned to one of his pupils. ‘I have a few treasures in my little box,’ he said. ‘Run
         quickly and fetch the priests of our monastery, so I can distribute to them these little gifts which God has given me.’
      

      
      And so, before he died, the Venerable Bede handed out to the monks his store of worldly treasures – some handkerchiefs, some
         incense and the remains of his beloved peppercorns.
      

   
      
      ALFRED AND THE CAKES 
AD 878
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      ANGLO-SAXON ENGLAND SOUNDS QUITE A CHEERY place, as described by the gentle and generous Bede from the security of his monastic cell. But we read of quite another
         country in the blood-drenched pagan sagas of the age. Winter howls. Ravens wheel over trees that are bent and blasted by the
         sea winds. Storms crash against rocky slopes. Darkness draws on. It was a perilous and threatening world that lay outside
         the torchlit circles of Anglo-Saxon settlements. No wonder their inhabitants declaimed courage-stirring poems of defiance
         of which the epic tale of Beowulf is an early example. Shepherds guarded their flocks against the wolf – ‘grey ganger of the
         heath’ – and long-tusked boar ran wild in the forests. Vast areas of the country were trackless watery wastelands.
      

      
      These inaccessible brackish expanses were the main difference between the English countryside then and now. In East Anglia
         the Wash flowed into Middle England, a fenland of more than a thousand square miles where cattle had to be rounded up by boat.
         Half of Staffordshire consisted of peat and moss swamps, and much of the Thames Valley was a marsh. To the west lay the Somerset
         Levels, acre after misty acre of bullrush and sedge extending from Glastonbury to Bridgwater Bay. Pelicans, herons and the huge European
         crane took refuge in its wastes, along with fugitives and runaways – and, on one famous occasion, a king.
      

      
      He was Alfred, King of the West Saxons, driven into the Somerset no man’s land by the Vikings, the seaborne raiders who had
         started their attacks on England at the end of the previous century. They came from Denmark, Norway and the Baltic in their
         sleek and deadly longboats, crossing the North Sea as the Angles and Saxons had crossed it before them, pushed by the same
         pressures of population and attracted by easy pickings. One day around the year 800, the royal tax collector at Dorchester
         rode down to Portland to meet a fleet of Norse trading ships that had landed. But when he explained to the visitors how to
         pay their customs duties, they split his head open with a battle-axe. In the north the invaders captured and burgled the defenceless
         Abbey of Lindisfarne, drowning the old monks and taking away the young ones to sell as slaves.
      

      
      The raids continued, decade after decade – and not just in England. In the course of the ninth century, Viking armies sacked
         Paris, Hamburg, Antwerp, Bordeaux and Seville. Moving fast in packs of five hundred or more, sometimes shouldering their lean-planked
         ships overland from river to river, the raiders even reached Russia – whose name comes from the Rus, the community of Vikings
         who set up their own kingdom in Novgorod, just south of the Gulf of Finland, in 852.
      

      
      It was around this time that the Vikings in England adopted a worrying change of tactic: instead of returning home in the
         autumn, their armies started to settle. They took over the north of England, making York their own Danish-speaking, Danish-run
         capital, then extended their ‘Danelaw’, as the land they occupied came to be known, south into East Anglia, where in 870 they
         defeated Edmund, King of the East Angles. Refusing to renounce his Christian faith, King Edmund was tied to a tree and shot
         to death with arrows, according to one tradition. According to another, he was subjected to the inhuman Norse rite of ‘carving
         the blood eagle’, whereby the victim’s ribs were cut away from his spine while alive. His lungs were then pulled out, to be
         spread like wings across his back. In the following century the martyred king’s remains were moved to the Suffolk town of
         Bedricsworth, which in due course became a centre of worship and pilgrimage under the name of Bury St Edmunds.
      

      
      Down in the south-west in Wessex, the last remaining centre of Anglo-Saxon resistance, King Alfred could certainly have expected
         a grisly end to match Edmund’s. He was a devout Christian – he had travelled to Rome as a boy. When he succeeded his brother
         in 871,at the age of twenty-three, Alfred was more noted for his learning and piety than for warfare. His name meant ‘elf
         wisdom’, and while he did enjoy some success in battle his most successful tactic was to buy off the enemy. In return for
         payments later known as ‘Danegeld’, the Vikings would agree to go home for the winter.
      

      
      But the next year they would reappear, and early in 878 an army led by the Danish king Guthrum drove Alfred westwards into
         the marshes of Somerset. It was Easter time and the King retreated with a small band of followers, dodging from islet to islet
         through the splashy bogs. They had nothing to live on except what they could forage from the local population – and from Alfred’s
         desperate plight came one of the most famous tales of English history.
      

      
      Taking shelter in the poor home of a swineherd whose wife was baking some bread, went the story, the refugee king was sitting
         by the fire, so preoccupied by his problems that he did not notice that the loaves were burning.
      

      
      ‘Look here, man,’ exclaimed the woman, who did not know that her bedraggled guest was the king, ‘you hesitate to turn the
         loaves which you see to be burning, yet you’re quite happy to eat them when they come warm from the oven!’
      

      
      The endearing story ends with the apologetic king meekly submitting to the woman’s scolding and setting to work to turn the
         bread; but the account does not, unfortunately, come down to us from Alfred’s lifetime. The earliest manuscript that recounts
         the burning of the loaves (which turned into ‘cakes’ in the course of many subsequent retellings) was written about a hundred
         years after his death.
      

      
      It is most likely a folk tale, handed on by word of mouth. Much was written about the heroic Alfred in the course of his life,
         and it seems surprising that such a very good story did not find its way on to parchment at the time. By the strictest laws
         of historical evidence, the story of Alfred and the cakes must be rated a myth.
      

      
      But while myths may be factually untrue, they can help convey a deeper truth – in this case the humbling of the great king
         hiding in the marshes. So down-and-out that he had to suffer the scolding of a peasant woman, Alfred showed grace under pressure.
         He resisted the temptation to pull rank and lash out when rebuked – and he also made good use of his weeks in the wilderness.
         In May 878 Alfred rode out of his fortified camp in the marshes at Athelney, met up with his people and, just two days later,
         led them to a famous victory at Edington in Wiltshire. Guthrum was compelled to renounce his bloodthirsty Norse gods and to
         accept Christianity. He withdrew to the Danelaw with his forces, and for a dozen years the Vikings left Wessex largely in
         peace.
      

      
      Alfred made good use of the respite. He built a defensive network of forts and fortified towns known as burhs, from which comes the modern word ‘boroughs’. No one in Wessex was more than twenty miles from a burh where they could take refuge, and many of these military settlements later grew into towns. Taking on the Vikings at their
         own game, he designed and built a fleet of longships – in later centuries Alfred came to be described as the ‘Father of the
         Royal Navy’ – and he also reorganised his army. As the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reported in 893, ‘the king had divided his army in two, so that always half his men were at home and half out on service,
         except for those men who were to garrison the burhs’.
      

      
      The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle was one of Alfred’s great creations, a history of England up to his own reign, which then turned into a sort of yearly newspaper,
         regularly updated, recording that year’s events in a forthright and sometimes quite critical fashion. The first updating was
         in the early 890s, and from then on monasteries around the country added their own instalments to a project that was one of
         the most remarkable of its kind in Europe. The Chronicle reported battles, famines, floods, political back-stabbing, triumphs and disasters in lively prose – not in Latin but in
         English, the language, as Alfred put it, ‘that we can all understand’.
      

      
      Alfred felt passionately that his kingdom must be educated. ‘The saddest thing about any man,’ he once wrote, ‘is that he
         be ignorant, and the most exciting thing is that he knows.’
      

      
      He put together a panel of scholars and started to learn Latin himself so that he could translate some of the great Latin
         texts into English. In a world without clocks, the King was anxious to work out the exact time of day, inventing a graduated candle on
         which the hours were marked off. Then he came up with the idea of a ventilated cow’shorn lantern to stop the candle blowing
         out.
      

      
      When Alfred died in 899, Wessex was a thriving and dynamic kingdom, and it is not surprising that he should have become the
         only king in English history to be known in later centuries as ‘the Great’. But he himself was modest about his achievements.
         He suffered as an adult from the agonies of swollen veins in and around the anus, the embarrassing complaint we call piles,
         along with other pains that baffled his doctors. These infirmities seem to have contributed to a strong sense of his own imperfections,
         and his account of his life ended on a tired and rueful note. Comparing his life to a house built out of whatever timber he
         could forage from the forests of experience, he described how ‘in each tree I saw something that I required’. He advised others
         ‘to go to the same woods where I have cut these timbers’ so that they could construct their own house of life, ‘with a fair
         enclosure and may dwell therein pleasantly and at their ease, winter and summer, as I have not yet done’.
      

      
      Reading these words, it does seem reasonable to assume that such a spiritual and modest man would have accepted the reproof
         of a peasant woman when he let her loaves burn in the wilderness. But Alfred himself would surely expect us to be rigorous
         about the truth.
      

   
      
      THE LADY OF THE MERCIANS 
AD 911–18
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      THERE IS A BATTERED SILVER PENNY FROM KING ALFRED’S reign on which is inscribed the grand Latin title rex anglo[rum] – ‘King of the English’. But the claim was only half true.
         Alfred had been King of those Angel-cynn, the kin or family of the English, who lived in Wessex, and his resourcefulness had
         kept Englishness alive in the dark days when the Viking forces drove him and his people into the Somerset marshes. The work
         of extending Anglo-Saxon authority across the whole of Engla-lond, as it would come to be known, was done by Alfred’s children
         and grandchildren – and of these the most remarkable was his firstborn, his daughter Aethelflaed, whose exploits as a warrior
         and town-builder won her fame as the ‘Lady of the Mercians’.
      

      
      ‘In this year English and Danes fought at Tettenhall [near Wolverhampton], and the English took the victory,’ reported the
         Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for 910. ‘And the same year Aethelflaed built the stronghold at Bremsbyrig [Bromsberrow, near Hereford].’
      

      
      Women exercised more power than we might imagine in the macho society of Anglo-Saxon England. The Old English word hlaford,‘lord’, could apply equally to a man or a woman. The abbess Hilda of Whitby (Caedmon’s mentor, p. 31), who was related to
         the royal families of both Northumbria and East Anglia, had been in charge of a so-called ‘double house’, where monks and
         nuns lived and worshipped side by side and where the men answered to the abbess, not the abbot.
      

      
      The assets and chattels of any marriage were legally considered the property of both husband and wife, and wills of the time
         routinely describe landed estates owned by wealthy women who had supervised the management of many acres, giving orders to
         men working under them. King Alfred’s will distinguished rather gracefully between the ‘spear’ and ‘spindle’ sides of his family. It was women’s work to spin wool or flax with a carved wooden spindle and distaff,
         and the old king bequeathed more to his sons on the spear side than to his wife and daughters with their spindles. But he
         still presented Aethelflaed with one hundred pounds, a small fortune in tenth-century terms, along with a substantial royal
         estate.
      

      
      Aethelflaed turned out to be an Anglo-Saxon Boadicea, for like Boadicea she was a warrior widow. Her husband Ethelred had
         ruled over Mercia, the Anglo-Saxon kingdom that had spread over most of the Midlands under the great King Offa in the late
         700s. Extending from London and Gloucester up to Chester and Lincoln, Mercia formed a sort of buffer state between Wessex
         in the south and the Danelaw to the north and east, and the couple had made a good partnership, working hard to push back
         Danish power northwards. But Ethelred was sickly, and after his death in 911 Aethelflaed continued the work.
      

      
      ‘In this year, by the Grace of God,’ records the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for 913, ‘Aethelflaed Lady of the Mercians went with all the Mercians to Tamworth, and built the fortress there in early
         summer, and before the beginning of August, the one in Stafford.’
      

      
      It does not seem likely that Aethelflaed fought in hand-to-hand combat. But we can imagine her standing behind the formidable
         shield wall of Saxon warriors, inspiring the loyalty of her men and winning the awed respect of her enemies. She campaigned
         in alliance with her brother Edward, their father’s successor as King of Wessex, and together the brother and sister repulsed
         the Danes northwards to the River Humber, thereby regaining control of East Anglia and central England. To secure the territory
         they captured, they followed their father’s policy of building fortified burhs.
      

      
      Aethelflaed built ten of these walled communities at the rate of about two a year, and their sites can be traced today along
         the rolling green hills of the Welsh borderland and across into the Peak District. They show a shrewd eye for the lie of the
         land, both as defensive sites and as population centres. Chester, Stafford, Warwick and Runcorn all developed into successful
         towns – and as Aethelflaed built, she kept her armies advancing northwards. In the summer of 917 she captured the Viking stronghold
         of Derby, and the following year she took Leicester ‘and the most part of the raiding-armies that belonged to it’, according to the Chronicle. This was the prelude to a still more remarkable triumph: ‘The York-folk had promised that they would be hers, with some
         of them granting by pledge or confirming with oaths.’
      

      
      The Lady of the Mercians was on the point of receiving the homage of the great Viking capital of the north when she died,
         just twelve days before midsummer 918, a folk hero like her father Alfred. She had played out both of the roles that the Anglo-Saxons
         accorded to high-born women, those of ‘peace-weaver’ and ‘shield-maiden’, and her influence lived on after her death. Edward
         had had such respect for his tough and purposeful big sister that he had sent his eldest son Athelstan to be brought up by
         her – a fruitful apprenticeship in fortress-building, war and busy statecraft that also helped to get the young Wessex prince
         accepted as a prince of Mercia. After his father’s death in 924, Athelstan was able to take control of both kingdoms.
      

      
      Athelstan proved a powerful and assertive king, extending his rule to the north, west and south-west and becoming the first
         monarch who could truly claim to be King of all England. In his canny nation-building could be seen the skills of his grandfather
         Alfred and his father Edward, along with the fortitude of his remarkable aunt, tutor and foster-mother, the Lady of the Mercians.
      

   
      
      ETHELRED THE UNREADY 
AD 978–1016

      
      [image: image]

      
      ETHELRED THE UNREADY IS A FIGURE OF FUN IN ENGLISH history. It is now considered old-fashioned to classify monarchs as good kings or bad kings, but by almost any measure Ethelred
         was a bad one. In 978 he inherited the rich and respected kingdom of Engla-lond that had been pulled together by Aethelflaed,
         Edward,Athelstan and the other descendants of his great-great-grandfather Alfred. By 1016 Ethelred had lost it all, from Northumbria
         down to Cornwall, in the course of a reign that made him a byword for folly, low cunning and incompetence.
      

      
      Perhaps the one sphere in which he deserves some sympathy is his unfortunate nickname, a mistranslation of the gibe made after
         his death by chroniclers who dubbed him Ethelred ‘Unred’. In fact, unred was an Old English word that meant ‘ill-advised’, and it made a rather clever pun on the meaning of Ethelred’s name, ‘of
         noble counsel’, rendering Ethelred Unred ‘the well-advised, ill-advised’.
      

      
      In Anglo-Saxon ‘ethel’ (also spelt ‘aethel’) denoted someone well born or royal – hence the vast number of Ethel-related names,
         from Ethelbert to Aethelflaed. All the offspring of a king, down to his great grandchildren, were known as aethelings – ‘throne-worthies’ – and it was from this gene pool that the aetheling who seemed most qualified for the job was selected. It would be many years before the rule of primogeniture, whereby the
         king would be automatically succeeded by his eldest son, came to prevail. If the Anglo-Saxon aetheling system still operated today, it might be decided that Prince William was more qualified than Prince Charles to succeed the
         Queen.
      

      
      Ethelred, however, did not become king through discussion or consensus. He owed his throne to murder. One day when he was
         only ten, his older half-brother Edward – his father’s son by a previous wife – rode through the gates of Corfe Castle in
         Dorset to quench his thirst after an afternoon’s hunting. The young Ethelred was staying in the castle with his mother, and out in the courtyard a quarrel
         developed between her followers and Edward. They handed him a drink, then stabbed him to death before he could dismount.
      

      
      Did Ethelred, inside the castle, hear his half-brother hit the ground in the courtyard? His mother was suspected of inspiring
         the stabbing, but Ethelred never investigated the murder that handed the crown to him as a ten-year-old, and it cast a shadow
         of suspicion over his entire reign.
      

      
      The great challenge facing England during Ethelred’s years was a new round of Danish invasions. Having left the island in
         peace for decades, the Vikings now returned with more rapacious raiding parties than ever. In fact, the raids were so ferocious
         that the Anglo-Saxons inserted a prayer in their church services every Sunday imploring God to spare them from the terror
         of the invaders. Ethelred resorted to Alfred’s time-honoured tactic of paying them off, but he failed to take advantage of
         the time the Danegeld payments gave him to strengthen and reorganise his defences. The King seemed devoid of leadership qualities.
      

      
      ‘When the invaders were in the East,’ recorded one of the scribes of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle with ill-concealed disgust, ‘the English army was kept in the West, and when they were in the South, our army was in the
         North … If anything was then decided, it did not last even a month. Finally there was no leader who would collect an army,
         but each fled as best he could, and in the end no shire would even help the next.’
      

      
      For many of their raids, the Danes got help from their kinsmen in northern France. In 912 the French Channel coast had fallen
         to the Norsemen – Normanni in medieval Latin – and the sheltered harbours of Normandy provided ideal staging-posts for the Danes as they raided the
         south coast of England. Ethelred complained to the Pope, who got Duke Richard of Normandy to promise to stop helping the Danish
         raiders. To strengthen his links with the Normans, Ethelred later got married to Duke Richard’s sister Emma.
      

      
      But the invaders kept coming, and in 1002 Ethelred took a desperate step: he ordered the massacre of all Danes living in England.
         It was a foolhardy and wretched measure that gave the excuse for some Anglo-Saxons to settle local scores – the community
         of Danes living in Oxford were burned to death in the church where they had taken shelter. But even Ethelred’s massacre was incompetent. There
         is little evidence that this dreadful ethnic cleansing was widely carried out – with one exception. Among the Danes who were
         killed was Gunnhilda, the sister of Sweyn Forkbeard, the King of Denmark.
      

      
      It was a fatal mistake. The following year Sweyn led a huge Danish army up the River Humber, to receive a warm welcome from
         the inhabitants of the Danelaw. He returned in 1006 and again in 1013, fighting a campaign that eventually gave him control
         of all of England. England became a Danish possession, and Ethelred fled into exile in Normandy.
      

      
      History books usually conclude Ethelred’s story with the confused fighting that consumed the years 1013–16, ending with the
         deaths of both Ethelred and his son Edmund Ironside. But one episode tends to be overlooked. Sweyn died in 1014, and in a
         desperate attempt to regain his throne Ethelred offered to turn over a new leaf. Harking back to the conditions that Danish
         communities demanded when giving their allegiance to English rulers, Ethelred negotiated a sort of contract with the leading
         Anglo-Saxon nobles and clerics.
      

      
      It was the first recorded pact between an English ruler and his subjects. Ethelred promised that ‘he would govern them more
         justly than he did before’, reported the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. The king parleyed a comeback deal whereby ‘he would be a gracious lord to them, and would improve each of the things which
         they all hated’. In return the nobles and clergy agreed to obey him, ‘and full friendship was secured with word and pledge
         on either side’.
      

      
      This contract, which appears to have been sealed in writing, was one of several last-ditch measures to which Ethelred had
         been driven in his weakness. As his authority eroded he had turned for help to the council of great lords and bishops who
         traditionally gave advice to Anglo-Saxon kings, the witan (plural of the Old English wita, meaning ‘wise man’). Ethelred had used the prestige of the witan to bolster his appeals for taxes, for a national day of prayer against the heathen Danes and even for a nationwide fast during
         which just water and herbs would be consumed.
      

      
      None of these frantic steps saved him. Though Ethelred was allowed back to England, he died in April 1016, and following the
         death of his son Edmund later that year the throne of England passed to the Danes in the shape of Sweyn’s warrior son, Canute (Cnut).
         But some good came of the disaster. The incompetence that had compelled Ethelred to enlist the witan and that had inspired his last-gasp promise of good behaviour helped sow the seeds of a notion that would be crucial for
         the future – that English kings must rule with the consent of their people.
      

   
      
      ELMER THE FLYING MONK 
C.AD 1010

      
      [image: image]

      
      ELMER WAS AN ENQUIRING YOUNG MONK WHO LIVED AT Malmesbury Abbey, and who loved to gaze up at the stars. During the troubled early decades of the
         eleventh century, he would look to the heavens for signs and portents of things to come. But while many of his contemporaries
         were content to draw simple lessons of doom and disaster, Elmer gazed with a scientific eye. He noted that, if you were fortunate
         to live long enough, you could see a comet come round again in the sky.
      

      
      Elmer applied his experimental mind to classical history, making a particular study of Daedalus, the mythical Athenian architect
         and engineer who was hired by King Minos to build his sinister labyrinth in Crete. To preserve the secret of his maze, Minos
         then imprisoned Daedalus and his son Icarus, who only escaped by building themselves wings of feathers and wax. Their escape
         plan was working beautifully until Icarus, intoxicated by the joy of flying, flew too close to the sun, which melted the wax
         in his wings. The boy fell into the Aegean Sea below, where the island of Ikaria perpetuates his legend to this day.
      

      
      Elmer decided to test the story of Daedalus by making wings for himself, then trying to fly from the tower of the abbey. In an age when Britain was still suffering Viking raids, many Saxon
         churches had high bell-towers, both to serve as a lookout and to sound the alarm. Whenever the Vikings captured a church,
         the bell was always the first thing they tore down. Its valuable metal could be beaten into high-quality swords and helmets
         – and anyway, to capture the Christians’ unique sound was a triumph in its own right.
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