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Author’s Note




  British Isles appears to be a late sixteenth-century phrase, sometimes attributed to John Dee. Please accept the inaccuracy of British Isles when

  used in the work for periods earlier than the Elizabethans. It is convenient and hopefully offends no one. I have used BC as a personal preference to BCE although some readers may prefer the latter. I have also, with acknowledgement to the Venerable Bede, used Anno Domini.
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        James II


      

    




    

      	

        1689


      



      	

        William III and Mary II


      

    




    

      	

        1690


      



      	

        Battle of the Boyne
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        Queen Anne
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        1714


      



      	

        George I


      

    




    

      	

        1719


      



      	

        Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe
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        Walpole, first Prime Minister
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        George II
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        1751
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Introduction




  The original edition of This Sceptred Isle was generously received at seemingly every level. It set out to explain the story of these, the

  British islands. Later volumes covered the twentieth century and, most importantly, the origins, growth and end of British colonial and imperial history. Put together, the three books suggested the

  character of the people who became the modern-day British and to some extent the making of Britishness. However, the three volumes were never intended to define Britishness nor specifically trace

  its progress. Three separate volumes could not do that to my satisfaction. The task in this single volume therefore is firstly to tell the whole story from the Romans to the twenty-first century,

  including stronger emphasis from the seventeenth century on colonial and imperial history, and to make all the connections with institutions and changing industrial and social characteristics that

  produce, in loose terms, that which we call Britishness. I have long believed that Britishness as others would see it is an image created inadvertently by Winston S. Churchill during the Second

  World War. Consequently, anomalies occur when, for example, we consider that Britishness is not exclusively British. Moreover, British may have a number of definitions; not all those definitions

  may be compatible with the term’s popular, even universal, image. Yet it would appear that it is nonsense to suggest anyone can be British; surely, the first qualification is to be English,

  Scots or Welsh. The province of Northern Ireland, founded as recently as 1921, is in the United Kingdom but not part of Great Britain; is it then denied a Britishness status? Certainly a large part

  of its population would not easily embrace membership of the Britishness club.




  Yet there is no exclusivity to Britishness. In theory you simply need to adopt the language, the mannerisms and the style – that is the superficial make-up of being British. The

  Anglo-Saxon connection between the United States, Australia, New Zealand and the United Kingdom is an obvious language-based transfer of identity.




  If there is a determining factor to identifying Britishness it is the history of the British Isles. It is the tracing of the growth and composition of the peoples of these islands, together with

  the institutions that influence the character of those peoples and determine the social and political patterns and securities of their lives, that suggest Britishness is an evolving characteristic.

  Moreover, the British have absorbed and in many cases chosen the influences on the tones of their societies since Saxon times. This fortune (and let us suppose for a moment that this is what it is)

  is quite unlike the times of those living on Continental Europe; their ancestry has been crisscrossed by armies and migrating populations. Consequently, influences on their national character,

  including their language and customs, have been imposed rather than chosen.




  This book is an attempt to trace the ancestry of the British within these islands and to see the influence of institutions such as law and church on the creation of what we call Britishness. In

  doing so, we shall begin to see ourselves as many others see us. In a mirror, image is misleading; that is the first clue to what is, or is not, Britishness.




  


    

  




  
CHAPTER ONE




  700,000 BC–AD 570




  The average person may easily have difficulty in remembering what people, tribes and invaders came first to these islands. Danes before the Saxons?

  Saxons before the Normans? When was Alfred? When was Boudicca or as some prefer, Boadicea? (See the Timeline at the beginning of this book for the answers). What most people do remember is that the

  Romans came before them all. Perhaps that is why the arrival of the Romans in our islands in 55 BC is often the beginning of British taught history and so ignores the

  obvious point that the Britons were waiting for them and knew all about Caesar and his ilk as they had fought in the Roman armies. Here then is the simplest reminder that the active and diverse

  human history of the British Isles began long before the Romans.




  The most obvious clue to life before the Romans is that most classrooms once had memorable images of Romans meeting savage Britons painted in blue woad. Caesar wrote. ‘Omnes vero se

  Britanni vitro inficiunt, quod caeruleum efficit colorem’ – ‘All the British colour themselves with glass, which produces a blue colour.’ There is no original source

  that the Britons painted themselves with leaf dye from the plant Isatis tinctoria but that is the popular story. That dye, still produced today in the British Isles, is the colouring from

  the same plant grown since the Neolithic period in the Middle East – about 9,000 BC. So someone brought it to these lands long before the Romans came. However, we

  start our story of this island and the making of its people tens of thousands of years before woad because human beings lived in Britain 700,000 years ago. Flint tools found in Pakefield, Suffolk,

  and voles’ teeth tell us this is so.1




  Of course, our human timeline since 700,000 has been broken many times. The gaps were caused by not one but many natural phenomena including uncivilizing depths of cold in

  the ice ages. Yet, the debris of societies was preserved by those freezing ages. For example, we know that around 30,000 years ago the descendants of the earliest creatures of Homo sapiens

  were here as hunter-gatherers.




  During the past one million years there have been at least ten ice ages in the northern hemisphere; they occurred approximately every 100,000 years. These phenomena appear to have been caused by

  changes in the orbit of the earth around the warming sun.2 Today we predict catastrophic rises in sea levels as global warming melts the polar ice caps. So

  it is easy to understand that during the ice ages the opposite happened; there were mountain ranges made of ice. Temperatures gradually dropped and so sea levels ebbed – perhaps by as much as

  400 feet – and faces of the earth were carved by advancing glaciers that created much of the land shapes we know today. The last cold period, which we commonly refer to as the Ice Age,

  started about 70,000 years ago and ended about 10,000 years ago; we say ‘about 10,000 years’ because it was not a matter of waking one morning to find the snow gone – this was no

  cold snap. At the same time that the glaciers receded, an important stage of human civilization was occurring in an area of the Middle East that roughly coincides with modern Syria and Iraq. It was

  here that farming began. People grew and harvested their food rather than nomadically hunting and gathering. When men farm they have to settle to tend the crops. Settlements provide the fundamental

  stability for a society to emerge as well as cultural comfort. Hence the cradle of civilization was born in the Middle East.




  It took another 4,000 to 5,000 years before farming reached these shores and as societies changed from exclusively hunter-gathering to farming some therefore stayed in one area and so gradually

  created settled tribal regions. Of course, Britain did not overnight turn into a society that stayed put. Some were ever on the move and indeed that is how and why farming spread. Nor must we think

  in modern terms of change. There was nothing of the trend about the growth of farming. The gradual shift of the majority from hunting and gathering to food growing probably

  took as long as it is now from the growth of Christianity – easily 2,000 years.




  Although people lived in these islands before the great freeze, as far as we can tell, no one lived here during that period. So when the ice went, the people who arrived in the islands were not

  necessarily descendants of those who lived here before. Important? Yes, because it gives us a better idea of all our origins and to even better remember that until about 8,500 years ago (so, after

  the Ice Age) we were not islanders. What we now call the North Sea was then dry land. By 5,000 BC the water levels had risen to create our islands. Because the British lands

  were surrounded by water then it followed that development of the islands was likely to be later than that of, for example, eastern Continental Europe. That is a generalization, but not out of

  place in our story. This period is called Neolithic which can be translated from two Greek words neos (new) and lithos (stone) – thus Neolithic is New Stone Age. Because of what

  was going on in settled farming, it is sometimes called the Agricultural Age and is seen as a ‘culturally more dramatic threshold than our more recent Agricultural

  Revolution’.3 Yet, if we look at the New Stone Age or Agricultural Age in the British Isles, we would probably date it c.5,500 BC–c.2,500 BC. But the same age in the region where Europe meets Asia started not c.5,000 BC but c.10,000

  BC. The three larger reasons for this late start were the distances from the origins of change in the Middle East; climate; and resettlement that came from two distinct

  directions. When the migration started, it appears to have been mainly a pincer movement. One migration came along the southern European-Balkan corridors then up the western coast of Europe. The

  second claw in the migratory pincer was from the near neighbours of northwestern Europe.




  Agriculture followed by settled farmers (as opposed to herdsmen who would follow the grazing) is in evidence in East Anglia as early as 6,300 years ago. It took hundreds of years for the

  Agricultural Revolution to spread throughout the islands from the south, the east and the west as far north as the Orkneys.4 What is not so clear is the

  answer to the threefold question of the consequence of the introduction of the new society: Were the influences of the new cultures spread by the migrants from Continental

  Europe or by the indigenous population? Did the new farming produce a diet and a less vulnerable lifestyle that preserved the indigenous population? Is the language that we speak today developed

  from migrations or from what already existed? In very crude terms: did the people who lived in these islands absorb the migrants or did the visitors gradually take over?




  There was also in these migration patterns an obvious source of identification: people on the move carry with them the utensils they need to cook and feed. So, from about 3,000 BC there arrived in Britain the simplest utensil: the beaker. It could be used to drink from, eat from and, in some form, to cook in. Beaker history is one of the more fruitful forms of

  archaeology because beakers had regional characteristics including decoration and many artefacts have survived. Even fragments tell us much about population origins, growths and progression.

  Beakers were brought from the near northern Continental Europe. The migrations from the Continent into the islands between 3,000 BC and 2,000 BC gave

  us evidence of a society that took great care in the burial of its dead. Earlier burials were communal affairs but about 3,000 BC the northern European trend for individual

  graves spread across the Continent and over the seas to the British Isles. With the gradual adoption of single graves came the practice of a more personal morbid liturgy that included provisions

  for another place. The departed took utensils for the next journey. So, in excavations in Wiltshire-cum-Wessex, the ritual centre of England during the Neolithic and Bronze ages5 there is good evidence of what have become known as beaker graves including those of travellers from north-west Continental Europe. Others arrived from Iberia, suggesting a

  quite different migratory passage to the north-west European visitors. For example, according to Professor Barry Cunliffe, Maritime Bell Beaker culture that may have originated in what is now

  Portugal brought to these shores trading networks, metal working and even language.6




  Here then we have some idea that the traceable origins of the British are to be found following the big thaw in the Middle Stone Age period after 10,000 BC. The period

  between, say, 13,000 BC and 5,500 BC saw the migrations of hunter-gatherers crossing mainland Europe from the Caucuses, while

  northwards along the Atlantic coast came the Franco-Iberian travellers still besieged by the ice. As the ice melted, these islands were formed because the sea levels rose and from 5,500

  BC the Neolithic or Agricultural Age people who were looking to settle and farm began arriving from as far away as the Middle East, the Balkans, across the Mediterranean and

  along the Atlantic Iberian coastline; eventually they were followed by the Anglo-Saxons from Germany and the Lowlands and then the Vikings. So by the time the Romans arrived, just a generation or

  so before the birth of Christ, the society of the Britons was established; hunter-gatherers may have lived here but the general make-up of the Britons suggested that they were farmers, people who

  would stick to one area and form into groups that became large groups that became communities that became regional tribes of inter-related, settled people. It was also a society that was not

  isolated and had even fought with the Romans on the Continent.




  Julius Caesar (100 BC–44 BC) came to Britain, islands on the very edge of the known world, on 26 August 55 BC. This was not the great invasion that would govern our island society. Caesar had come prepared but not prepared enough. He had 10,000 men when he landed near Deal on the Kent coast

  and fought off the harassing Britons. But to properly invade, Caesar needed far more men, cavalry and all the logistical people and equipment that sustain an advancing army. Many times, these

  islands have been protected from invaders by the weather. So it was at the end of that July 55 BC when his cavalry tried to land without understanding tides (tides rarely

  happen in the Mediterranean). At the end of that month there was a full moon, which produces extreme tides.




  The landing was not entirely a failure. Caesar achieved three objectives. He understood that he had the wrong sort of vessels to transport his invasion; he knew what forces he needed to beat the

  Britons; and his expedition was seen in Rome as a great success. He returned to northern Italy and prepared a new fleet of specially designed warships and transports that could be sailed or pulled

  with great oars. Caesar had, in effect, designed the first landing craft – vessels that could run right on to the beaches of Britannia and so make it simpler to get stores, men and horses

  ashore. The obvious question remained: did he really need to land on these islands? After all, they posed no military threat to this general who had all but conquered Gaul, as

  France was then called. The answer is that Caesar had to maintain his authority and ambition and so he had to command, to defend and to conquer. Caesar was vulnerable. He had many enemies in Rome

  who wanted him to return to face charges levied at him years before when he was a consul. Those accusations included debt even though he had paid his creditors with treasure seized when he had

  sacked Spain. In Rome prosecutions for crimes were rarely pursued against victorious military heroes, thus Caesar remained above the law so long as he continued to conquer. Thus, he had no option

  but to plot and plan to exploit his reputation and power that came from his undoubted brilliance as a general and as a politician. This was the man who shortly would be the first emperor of Rome

  and called Pater Patriae (Father of the Country) and the man seen by one of his more famous political enemies, Cicero, as having a ‘calm and kind nature; delight in great minds; he listens to

  right and just requests and doesn’t care about the careerist’s ones; he is clever and forward-looking . . . I admire his dignity and justice and intelligence’. Here was the man

  who came, for the second time, to conquer Britain. He would not succeed. It would take another 100 years before the real conquest under the auspice of Claudius in AD 43

  would mean the Romanization of Britain. But in 54 BC the invasion under Caesar would be enough to inspire the idea for 2,000 years and more that it was indeed Julius who

  conquered the Britons.




  The Romans would not have understood the people of Britain as the English. The English came very much after the Romans; the people they knew were Celts with a common language: Celtic. Celtic

  place names were so well established that the Romans simply Romanized them. Also, this was not a land of savages although the people were capable of behaving what we would think of as savagely. By

  54 BC many had farms and therefore settled into hamlets and even villages. Hedges and boundaries suggest a form of regular and marked ownership of land and the river valleys

  were becoming more populated because of this organized agriculture. The beginnings of industrial pottery, a common language and what are now called Gallo-Belgic coins suggest that Caesar was right

  when he said that the people in the lowland areas, broadly what are now called the South-East and Midlands, were infiltrated by those from the Continent. At the end of July 54

  BC Caesar was also ready to infiltrate from the Continent. Across the narrow seaway, the Britons knew he was coming. These Britons had fought in Gaul alongside

  Caesar’s men. They knew of what he was capable, and what he might do with that capability. Some of the tribes sent envoys to Caesar; they didn’t want to fight. Also, many of them were

  at war with each other so there was much to gain from making peace with the Romans and even promising to




  Caesar returned to Britain with 800 warships of troops, cavalry and supplies. It was a well-structured invasion and occupation force but not without opposition. The Britons, or some of them, had

  united under a leader called Cassivellaunus, who may have been the King of the Catuvellauni. The Catuvellauni were the strongest of the southern tribes and had settled in what is now Hertfordshire.

  They were resilient and inventive, especially in the way they deployed their chariots when fighting. Cassivellaunus had many enemies. There were other tribes who hated his tribe; there were other

  leaders who hated him. It is thought that one of these tribes, the Trinovantes who lived in Essex, entered into a pact with Caesar. Other tribes joined this arrangement and so Cassivellaunus now

  fought Romans in front of him and treachery behind. Eventually peace was negotiated and Britons were taken hostage. Victory for Caesar? It was never to be as simple as that. Winter was approaching:

  there was no way in which an invading army could in those times find ready-made shelter and the Romans had no way in which they could resupply the huge cohorts needed to maintain the territory they

  had taken. Worse still, there was a revolt in Gaul. So Caesar left Britain taking his British prisoners with him. And that was it. Caesar’s flirtation with Britain was just that, a

  flirtation. In ten years he would be murdered, and a century would pass before the Emperor Claudius would once more attempt to subjugate the tribes of Britain.




  But the time between Caesar’s withdrawal in 54 BC and the Roman return in AD 43 was not a dark age for islanders. From the top of what is

  now Scotland south to the Kent coast there were more than twenty large tribes. Some of the names became famous: the Iceni in East Anglia, the Catuvellauni in the East Midlands and Essex, the Parisi

  in Yorkshire, the Silures in Wales and the Brigantes, probably in the Pennines. Strabo, writing in the first-century BC in the fourth of his seventeen-volume Geographica, tells us that the Britons exported cattle, hides, grain, slaves, gold and silver and, apparently, hunting dogs. In return, they imported wine and

  oil and glass. And most of this trade was with the prosperous South-East. So, even 2,000 years ago, there was a north-south divide in Britain.




  Some ninety years after Julius Caesar’s departure, the Emperor Claudius was persuaded by an exiled Briton that it would be politically to his advantage to return to

  Britain. His name was Bericus. This was nearly a century after Caesar’s campaigns – seen as triumphs. Yet if ever there were to be an example of how the British Isles were believed to

  be on the edge of the world and mysteriously dangerous then, at about the time of Christ, the proposed invasion showed this ignorance and fear. Plautius was ordered to prepare and execute the

  invasion of Britain from his base in Gaul, France. Cassius Dio, in his early third-century AD version of Roman history, describes what happened: ‘Plautius undertook

  this campaign, but had difficulty in inducing his army to advance beyond Gaul, for the soldiers were indignant at the thought of carrying on a campaign outside the limits of the known world and

  would not yield in obedience.’




  Even after 100 years and much trading beyond their shores, these islands were still at the edge of the ‘known’ world. But the Romans invaded once more and this time they found that

  the Britons weren’t expecting them. Tacitus wrote that although the Britons had many military strengths, they were not a cohesive force:




  

    

      

        Once they owed obedience to kings; now they are distracted between the warring factions of rival chiefs. Indeed nothing has helped us more in fighting against their very powerful nations

        than their inability to co-operate [with each other]. It is but seldom that two or three states unite to repel a common danger; thus, fighting in separate groups, all are conquered.


      


    


  




  But the Britons did fight back in a way that Churchill might have applauded men when another darkest hour had been reached. They had learned there was little point in taking on

  the Romans at their own game. Instead, they hid in the forests and the swamps. Cassius Dio suggests that the resistance was not long lived.




  

    

      

        Plautius had a great deal of trouble searching them out; but when at last he did find them, he first defeated Caratacus and then Togodumnus . . .

        After the fight of these kings, he advanced father and came to a river. The barbarians thought that the Romans would not be able to cross it without a bridge and bivouacked in rather careless

        fashion on the opposite bank; but he [Plautius] sent across a detachment of Germans who were accustomed to swim easily in full armour.


      


    


  




  The following year it was safe for the emperor, Claudius to cross the Channel and join the Roman legions on the banks of the Thames and so (with elephants) lead the victory

  – with all that meant in Rome.




  

    

      

        Taking command, and enjoining the barbarians who were gathered at his approach, he defeated them in battle and captured Camulodunum [Colchester], the capital of

        Cynobellinus. He deprived the conquered of their arms [took the surrender] and handed them to Plautius, bidding him also subjugate the remaining districts. Claudius now hastened back to Rome

        sending ahead news of his victory. The Senate on hearing of his achievement gave him the title Britannicus and granted him permission to celebrate a triumph.


      


    


  




  But back in Britain Caratacus (sometimes Caractacus) resisted and as Tacitus wrote, Caratacus had become a hero and not just among his own people: ‘His reputation had

  gone beyond the islands, had spread over the nearest provinces, and was familiar in Italy itself where the curiosity to see what manner of man it was that had for so many years scorned our

  power.’ He had resisted the might of Roman power for six years, hiding in the Welsh borders and may have succeeded if it had not been for British treachery. He was not defeated by Ostorius

  (the successor to Plautius) but handed over to him by the queen of the northern tribe, the Brigantes. Also, the Romans saw this man as the fierce warrior from the furthest point in their known

  world. That alone made him a figure of much curiosity.




  

    

      

        While the king’s humble vassals filed past, ornaments and neck rings and prizes won in his foreign wars were borne in parade; next his brothers, wife and daughter were placed on

        view; finally, he himself. The rest stooped to unworthy entreaties dictated by fear; but on the part of Caratacus not a downcast look nor a word requested pity. Arrived

        at the tribunal, he spoke as follows: ‘Had my lineage and my rank been matched by my moderation in success, I should have entered this city rather as a friend than as a captive. My

        present lot, if to me a degradation, is to you a glory. If I were dragged before you after surrendering without a blow, there would have been little heard either of my fall or your triumph;

        punishment of me will be followed by oblivion; but save me alive, and I shall be an everlasting memorial to your clemency.’


      


    


  




  And so he was. Caratacus was freed. The Romans struck his chains and those of his family but he was not to return to Britain. Caratacus, or so the chronicles tell us, remained

  in honourable captivity. That was hardly the end of the story of that invasion. The most gruesome slaughter and the conquest were yet to come.




  The centre of Roman Britain was Camulodunum (Colchester). The idea was that Britain, or at least part of it, should become a province within the Roman Empire. But this was difficult to achieve.

  The Britons were warlike and because there were some twenty-three tribal regions, it was impossible to get overall agreement, or even an understanding, with more than a few of them. The south and

  the east were the most easily controllable. The Romans had large forces there, they had set up their capital at Colchester and there were good trade routes through Essex and Kent. The uplands of

  Britain presented a bigger problem. In AD 54 Claudius died and his stepson, Nero became emperor. The death of another leader, this one in Britain, left a longer lasting

  impression upon British history and folklore. Her name was Boudicca and she was the widow of the King of the Iceni in East Anglia. Boudicca had been flogged and abused, as had her daughters, by the

  Romans. She and her tribe sought terrible revenge for this outrage.




  The Romans had no more than 20,000 men in Britain in four legions: two were thirty days’ march away on the farther side of Wales, one was not much closer in Gloucester and the last was 120

  miles away, at Lincoln. Boudicca led her warriors through East Anglia to the capital at Colchester. They attacked with uncompromising fury and massacred every Roman and every person in the pay or

  appropriating the style of the Roman occupation. None was spared. Word had been sent to Lincoln where the Roman Ninth Legion was in camp. Their commander, Petilius Cerialis, saddled his cavalry but could only move south at the pace of his infantry. Boudicca, still covered in blood from her gruesome work at Colchester, set out to meet the Ninth Legion and fell upon the

  infantry. The Romans were slaughtered. Cerialis escaped with his cavalry. But when the Roman, Suetonius, whose job it was to defend London and its people, heard that Boudicca had cut down the Ninth

  Legion and Cerialis was in flight and was now heading south to what would one day be Britain’s capital, he abandoned London. Boudicca carried on and found London empty of troops and so her

  warriors butchered anyone they found. They next turned their vengeance on St Albans, then called Verulamium. No quarter was shown. The simplicity of the thirty-five words of Tacitus tells

  everything: ‘They wasted no time in getting down to the bloody business of hanging, burning and crucifying. It was as if they feared that retribution might catch up with them while their

  vengeance was only half-complete.’




  But for the Romans, and the reputation of Suetonius, all was not lost. Reinforced, he marched to the Midlands where Boudicca had amassed 230,000 troops. Suetonius had 10,000 Romans. That number

  would be sufficient because at last the Romans were fighting in their own style, not Boudicca’s. She had been successful when her tribesmen fought as marauders and terrorists. Now, Boudicca

  was to fight on Roman terms, which was a foolish mistake. The Romans were at the top of a slope and they enticed the Britons on. When they came, the Romans launched their javelins, then charged

  with their legionaries and cavalry, then forced the Britons back on their carts and their families who were behind them. They slaughtered the cart horses so there was no escape and then massacred

  the Britons, the ancients, their women, their children. As for Boudicca, she was finished and could expect no sweet charity and wanted none. She is said to have poisoned herself. Her surviving

  followers were cut down and Nero sent extra troops across the Channel to terrorize the other tribes. The vengeance of Boudicca had unsettled the Romans so that they now took no chances. Dead

  Britons were relatively less dangerous. Their grieving kith and kin were philosophical in the aftermath of sword and fire.




  Diplomacy took over where military action had not always maintained the peace and the south never again rose against the Romans. There were battles to come, men to die and there were those

  Britons who preferred death to subjugation. But it was also true that Britain had embarked upon a civilized way of life that lasted for 350 years. The Romans ruled Britain for

  nearly 400 years and they gave the Britons their first written historical descriptions. They recorded their versions of what was happening and the names of people who were making it happen. But

  when the Romans started to leave Britain in AD 410 – recalled to defend Rome – many of those who could write went with them, as did the imperial incentive to

  keep records, and so there are few contemporary written accounts of what was going on in Britain for many years.




  Exactly what followed the Roman exodus is very difficult to verify. There is a long period in the history of these islands that can never be accurately written. Instead we rely

  on, for example, a sixth-century monk called Gildas the Wise.7 Most of what he wrote was a religious tract, but in it there is at least a sense of the story

  of this period. Gildas suggests that the Anglo-Saxons began arriving in the 470s because they were imported as mercenaries and that other mercenaries were bought to defend against them. Gildas

  tells us it was a time of misery and of the rising of a great tyrant, who was probably Vortigern – although Gildas did not name him. Vortigern was on the side of the Britons. He hired

  mercenaries to defend the Britons against the Anglo-Saxons who were led by Hengist and Horsa. There was a great victory at a place called Mons Badonicus. Gildas felt this victory was important

  because it brought peace for perhaps half a century.




  

    

      

        Then all the councillors, together with that proud tyrant Gurthrigern [Vortigern], the British king, were so blinded, that, as a protection to their country, they sealed

        its doom by inviting in among them the fierce and impious Saxons, a race hateful both to God and men, to repel the invasions of the northern nations . . . What palpable darkness must have

        enveloped their minds – darkness desperate and cruel! Those very people whom, when absent, they dreaded more than death itself, were invited to reside, as one may say, under the

        selfsame roof. Foolish are the princes, as it is said, of Thafneos, giving counsel to unwise Pharaoh. A multitude of whelps came forth from the lair of this barbaric lioness, in three cyuls,

        as they call them, that is, in three ships of war, with their sails wafted by the wind and with omens and prophecies favourable, for it was foretold by a certain

        soothsayer among them, that they should occupy the country to which they were sailing three hundred years, and half of that time, a hundred and fifty years, should plunder and despoil the

        same. They first landed on the eastern side of the island, by the invitation of the unlucky king, and there fixed their sharp talons, apparently to fight in favour of the island, but alas!

        more truly against it. Their motherland, finding her first brood thus successful, sends forth a larger company of her wolfish offspring, which sailing over, join themselves to their

        bastard-born comrades. From that time the germ of iniquity and the root of contention planted their poison amongst us, as we deserved, and shot forth into leaves and branches.8


      


    


  




  All England, it would have appeared, was leaves and branches. In this period, the middle of the fifth century, there were great forests almost everywhere. The Weald at that

  time ran from Kent to Hampshire: 120 miles long and 30 miles deep. Where there wasn’t forest, there were often marshlands. There were roads, almost 5,000 miles of them, left by the Romans yet

  the towns were crumbling. It would be called urban decay today and it had started before the Romans left. The Britons, and the Saxon invaders, were rarely stone masons; they left no record of

  knowing much about repairing the buildings and cared even less. The great Saxon churches, many surviving today, came much later.




  If we have doubts about Gildas, we have fewer doubts about the importance of the clues to this period found in The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and the Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis

  Anglorum, The Ecclesiastical History of the English People by the Venerable Bede – the first British historian. Here, and among archaeological records, are found the few traces of

  Saxon heritage and the names that make up the history of these islands: Hengist, Horsa, Penda, Æthelberht slaughtered by Offa, St Augustine, Eric Bloodaxe, Edward the Confessor, his son

  Harold and, the greatest mystery of all Saxon history, King Arthur and Camelot. If we have an ounce of romantic history then, along with Robin Hood, Arthur is the one we really want to believe in.

  There was a warrior king, or chieftain, who did great deeds but no one is quite sure who he was. In the fifth century mercenaries came from northern Europe, supposedly to help

  the Britons. But they started to help themselves to Britain. Later, according to, among others, the ninth-century Welsh scholar Nennius, they were sent packing. And Arthurian hopefuls would say

  that it may have been Arthur who defeated them. He is found in early bardic literature collectively called Mabinogion and developed in the late twelfth-century romances of Chrétien de

  Troyes – he gave us Lancelot. Writers usually relied upon hearsay. Even if Arthur was a minor king who fought twelve battles that defeated the barbarians, it may not have been so important in

  sixth-century Britain. In a country which accepted raiding, violence and its dreadful consequences as a matter of course, twelve battles over a couple of years would not have been remarkable.




  According to Nennius, who was writing c.830 (see the Historia Brittonium), Arthur’s last battle took place on Mount Badon and although its location remains unknown, by

  cross-checking other events, including the birthdays and the deaths of chroniclers, it seems that this final – the twelfth – battle took place between 490 and 503. So hopefully for

  Arthurians, a mighty knight did live and fight towards the end of the fifth century who defeated invaders and was seen as a chivalrous saviour.




  The Venerable Bede (673–735), an altogether more reliable chronicler, provides an exact date for another figure of the time, Columba, in his Historia Ecclesiastica.




  

    

      

        In the year of our Lord 565, there came into Britain a famous priest and abbot, a monk by habit and life, whose name was Colomba, to preach the word of God to the

        provinces of the northern Picts; who are separated from the southern parts by steep and rugged mountains.


      


    


  




  Bede’s steep and rugged mountains are the Grampians and Columba was sent to convert those who lived to the north of them. It seems that the southerners had already been

  converted by a Briton, Bishop Ninian, who had learned his theology in Rome. Columba’s arrival coincided with the beginnings of what became the Ionan community. Bede is quite certain of

  Columba’s origin.




  

    

      

        Columba came into Britain in the ninth year of the reign of Bridus [accession 557 according to Bede],9 who

        was the son of Meilochon, and the powerful king of the Pictish nation, and he converted the nation to the faith of Christ, by his preaching and example. It is true they followed uncertain

        rules in their observance of the great festival [Easter], wherefore they only practised such works as piety and chastity as they could learn from the prophetical, evangelical, and apostolical

        writings. The manner of keeping Easter continued among them for the space of 150 years, till the year of our Lord’s incarnation 715.


      


    


  




  So a carefully crafted journal gives us the dates of a Scottish king: Bride (Bridius), the son of Meilochon. Ninian and Columba measured men in their God’s image and

  there were none who could not be saved and Easter, whether or not it was celebrated according to synodical decree, was the most important event in their year and preached forgiveness of sins.

  Perhaps there was spiritual and temporal fairness abroad in these islands but there was wickedness and violence too. There was also a new conflict that would end, once more, with the defeat of the

  Britons. This time, the English, who did not come from England, would be the victors.




  


    

  




  
CHAPTER TWO




  570–886




  English is the most common international language of the twenty-first century. It remains a living language whose origins tell us so much about the

  earliest years of our identity. Equally, discovering the story of those early years is made complicated by the unfamiliar styling of what became common English and the context in which it might

  have been used – and therefore its sometimes obscure meaning. So when thinking of the Venerable Bede, we have to see how difficult it is for some of us to read the English words. But were

  they English? Also, what clue does the language or the dialect give us to the make-up of the peoples of these islands during this important period after the Romans and before the Normans?




  To judge a nation from a collection of societies it is useful to turn to the list of languages spoken in that ‘country’. So it is with our story of the early Middle Ages. We would

  like to see if there are clues to modern English which has more words than any other language and is the second most spoken language in the world (three-quarters of letters are addressed in

  English). In Bede’s seventh- and eighth-century England this was far from so. The earliest language that we know about in the British Isles was Celtic. That does not mean that all of the

  people in these islands spoke Celtic. Certainly the northern (Scottish and Cumbrian) and western (Irish, Welsh and Cornish) peoples have spoken Celtic or Celtic dialogues for 2,000 years. Surviving

  inscriptions suggest this is so. Clearly, a form of Celtic may have been spoken more broadly across the whole of the British Isles, but with the arrival of the German tribes during the fifth

  century, many if not most of those Celts were pressed further and further to the west until the Celts and their language survived only in the far west – Wales, Cornwall, the north-west

  (Cumbria), Ireland and Scotland. After the fifth century, there is not much evidence that Celtic was a strong language in the rest of England. Then what replaced it?




  The Jutes, the Angles and the Saxons crossed into England during the fifth century. Because they overpowered the indigenous population, their languages survived and were used wherever they

  settled and ruled. Because the Angles came from Engle and because these Germanic people were the dominant invaders of the time, their language was adopted more easily. It was called Engllisc, and

  so English. The obvious geographical connection with the Angles today is East Anglia. The realm (if that is not too grand a title) of the East Angles was established by bringing together the

  ‘north fulk’ and the ‘suth fulk’; this was between AD 550 and AD 600, about 150 years after the Roman armies had been

  recalled from Britain to defend Rome. It was not virgin soil upturned or grazed. The Saxons were in what are now the eastern counties before the arrival of the Angles; they were there with the

  Romans and existed by an understanding and sometimes by treaty or covenant (Latin: foedus) who were expected to respond to a Roman call to arms. A tribe that had this responsibility (and the

  protection of the Romans) was known as a Foederatus. From this and its Latin root we get the modern word federation. We also see the origin of feudal (feodum – fee). Is this important

  to an understanding of the British? The answer must be yes because we then begin to see something of our origins that we can identify in the twenty-first century.




  Language always suggests that the group (not necessarily a nation) speaking that language dominates a region and, importantly, shows us what influences press themselves on that group. So when we

  come to English, we have to think in terms of Old English, Middle English and Modern English. When we see where (roughly) these groups start, then we can also recognize some of the man influences

  on our ancestors.




  Celtic was spoken in parts of these islands before the Romans arrived. Celtic did not survive as a dominant language because the people who spoke it did not survive in sufficient numbers to

  dominate the islands and all the people. Old English had its origins in the Indo-European languages that produced the mixture of Germanic dialects and languages. So we start with the thought that

  Old English did not appear from tribal languages already in the British Isles but from the invasions and migrations from Continental Europe. That language, Old English, was

  spoken and, importantly, written by about AD 700. But there was not one language. There were four main dialects: Kentish, Mercian, Northumbrian and, perhaps most

  interestingly, West-Saxon. Old English is sometimes referred to as Anglo-Saxon and early West-Saxon was the language that would have been used by Alfred the Great (849–99). Alfred was a great

  warrior but we should not forget that he was a considerable scholar. During times that his sword was still, Alfred translated Latin texts including those of Bede and particularly Liber Regulae

  Pastoralis (‘Pastoral Care’ or ‘Pastoral Rule’), written by Pope Gregory the Great sometime in the 590s. Maybe this scholarly reputation is one – if not the main

  – reason that West-Saxon became the regular form of written language of that period.




  The written word was not set in linguistic stone. The very fact that there are traces that Angles settled in the 470s in the once Roman stronghold of Caerwent (Venta Silurum) suggests that the

  language even at this stage was mixing dialects and origins that were Celtic and Roman, as well as the Germanic tongues. There are fifth-century Anglo-Saxon inscriptions that give an idea of the

  style of language and the regional variations. Up to the ninth-century invasions of the Vikings the Northumbrian dialects dominated English culture. Within another hundred years West-Saxon English,

  both written and spoken, seems to have become the official language of the islands although dialects did not disappear and use of the Scandinavian alphabet, the Runic or Younger Futhark, dates from

  c.AD 750 to 1500. By the time of the Battle of Hastings (1066) Old English was a mix of Anglo-Saxon, Norse, Danish and Latin. In fact, when English exasperates

  non-English speakers because of the same word having slightly different meanings, then the inconvenience may be traced to this early, Old English concoction. With the Norman Invasion and the

  introduction of Norman French, the language became more complex. Some Germanic plurals survived (e.g. feet, teeth) but the French style of adding an ‘s’ for a plural was to dominate

  and, of course, further confuse with, for example, the French ‘qu’ replacing ‘cw’ and so on. Thus, with such a collection of dialects and languages, by the time of the

  Norman invasion the die was cast that one day (as now) English would become the language with the biggest vocabulary in the world.




  With the invasion, Norman French became the language of the court and cultured classes, and this remained so for 150 years. In fact, Henry IV (1367–1413) was the

  first monarch of England since the Conquest whose first language was English. By then Old English (c.700–c.1066) had become Middle English and the dialect of Chaucer et

  al., spoken in and about the capital, London, had replaced West-Saxon as the ‘official’ language. By Shakespeare’s time (he invented some 1,600 words) Middle English was

  giving way to what we would more easily recognize as Modern English. The great periods of exploration and global reconnaissance culminating in the 1700s meant that Modern English was taking in

  words from all over the world to such an extent that it is difficult to imagine a sentence uttered today on any subject that does not include a couple of words with foreign origins. Moreover, the

  common language that we saw at the start of this chapter, with its origins in the tongues of invaders, did not remain in these islands. Apart from Chinese, more people speak, write and officially

  communicate in English than any other language. Equally, spot the number of words in that sentence with foreign origins. Even Bede had no ‘pure’ form of his language.




  The Venerable Bede was taken into a monastery in Jarrow in the late seventh century, probably just before his tenth birthday, and it was in this monastery in the north-east of Britain that he

  wrote that book on which much of our knowledge of early England relies: the aforementioned Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum or The Ecclesiastical History of the English

  People.




  

    

      

        In the year 449, Marcian being made emperor with Valentinian, ruled the empire for seven years. The nation of the Angles, or Saxons, being invited by the aforesaid king,

        arrived in Britain . . . those who came over were of the three most powerful nations of Germany: Saxons, Angles, and Jutes. From the Jutes are descended the people of Kent and the Isle of

        Wight, and those in the province of the West-Saxons who are to this day called Jutes, seated opposite the Isle of Wight. From the Saxons, that is the country which is now called Old Saxony,

        came the East-Saxons, the South-Saxons and West-Saxons. From the Angles, that is the country which is called Anglia, are descended the East-Angles, the Middle-Angles, the Mercians, all the

        races of the Northumbrians, that is, of those nations that dwell on the north side of the river Humber, and the other nations of the English. The first two commanders are said to have been

        Hengist and Horsa.


      


    


  




  According to Bede, Ælle was the ‘bretwalda’, or ruler, of Britain. ‘Bret’ means Britain; ‘Walda’ means ruler. So

  Ælle was the first of seven kings who claimed the kingdoms south of the Humber, probably in the final quarter of the fifth century. The concept of kings and kingdoms was not new, but from

  whence came the migrant warriors, there were no kings. These same warriors in England claimed heritage from fantastical gods and gradually by wealth or success in battle or both they attracted the

  finest followers. But how would these men at arms be rewarded? The kings had no money so they promised or gave the only honour and reward they could: land. By sword they could take land or if there

  was no need to take it, then they could declare it in the king’s name. That land they gave to the loyalist, bravest and most reliable followers. Here we have the seeds of what we now call the

  landed gentry – mighty men, close to the monarch with titles to land given by the monarch. Everything those men had, including their titles and positions, were owed to the monarch. Here were

  the beginnings of aristocracy as we know it today. But there was more than one king because, geographically, there had to be. There were limitations on the way fifth- and sixth-century people could

  travel. Also, no one now had an army that could be structured to subjugate the whole island race and the Saxons were migrating, not enlarging an existing empire. Nevertheless, it is warfare that

  propels nations, however fragmented. And it was war in the year 577 that expanded the hold of the Saxons over the defending Britons.




  In the 570s and 580s, the southern Britons had been subjugated by the English – those who lived in the southern counties as they are now called – who made up the

  Sutangli, or Southern Angles, or Southern English. And this north–south divide affected the history of this island race. As the historian, Sir Frank Stenton, points out, ‘From the age

  of the migrations down to the Danish wars of the ninth century, the peoples south of the Humber were normally subject to the authority of a common overlord.’ The term ‘common

  overlord’ means that different parts were ruled by a sort of underlord or lesser king. Here we have an idea of the development of British rule and ruled: kingship. In return for allegiance,

  the king would give and protect so it was hardly fanciful that the Pope understood what was happening in this once provincial holding of Rome. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

  tells us that in the year 595, ‘Pope Gregory sent Augustine to Britain with very many monks who preached God’s word to the English nation.’ But they were nervous. They thought the

  land of the Britons thoroughly barbarous and that none of their lives would be spared. They were still on the other side of the Channel when Augustine and his evangelists decided to go no further.

  But Pope Gregory wrote to Augustine and his brethren.




  

    

      

        Gregory, the servant of the servants of God, to the servants of our Lord. For as much as it had been better not to begin a good work than to think of desisting from that

        which has been begun, it behoves you, my beloved sons, to fulfil the good work which by the help of our Lord, you have undertaken. Let not, therefore, the toil of the journey nor the tongues

        of evil speaking men, deter you; but with all possible earnestness and zeal perform that which, by God’s direction you have undertaken; God keep you in safety my most beloved sons.


      


    


  




  Pope Gregory’s letter worked. Augustine and his nervous monks trudged on and eventually crossed to the Isle of Thanet. But what they needed was protection and that could

  only come from the local king. The king was Æthelberht. ‘Æthel’ means, more or less, nobly born. Æthelberht was not a Christian. We would not expect him to have been.

  He worshipped Thor, the god of thunder. He had thought of converting, not because he felt any spiritual need, but for a political reason. His wife, a Frankish princess, whose name was Bertha, was a

  Christian. Kent, recognized by the Romans as the most civilized part of the land of the Britons, was the one place where a Christian revival would be most likely to take hold. Æthelberht

  sensed that it might not be such a bad idea to go with the mood of the people. And so Æthelberht became the first ‘English’ king to convert to Christianity. For Augustine it was,

  perhaps, a heaven-sent opportunity. It was not wasted. He converted Æthelberht (Ethelbert) who was overlord (not king) of the southern regions that extended to the West Country. By

  conversion, Æthelberht hoped to use that influence with other converted chiefs to extend his lordship over more of England. There was no king of England at this time.




  To consolidate his position, in fact both their positions, Æthelberht and Augustine called a conference of the Christian bishops. It was doomed from the start, partly because the bishops

  did not like to be told what to and especially because Augustine displayed a tactless self-assurance, maybe arrogance. There was a second conference. It failed as the first

  had. Worse than that, the gathering broke up with Augustine threatening war and making sure that the lot of Rome would be thrown behind Æthelberht and the English. Of course, there was no

  war. It was never likely, but Augustine achieved the development of Christian belief in these islands. And he began training a clergy who would go out and achieve many of the things that this

  arrogant messenger from Rome had hoped for himself. As to some extent heathenism declined and Christianity prospered there rose the question of whose version of Christianity should rule –

  Augustine’s or the northern Celtic. The issues were quite basic: how should Easter be observed? Should the tonsure – a symbol of church doctrine – be worn? It was symbolism that

  would continue in other regions – including 500 years later in Ireland – where the Catholic Church as then it was felt its authority threatened.




  In today’s world of headlines and superlatives, the matter of the tonsure would be described as splitting public opinion. In the seventh-century British Isles, the issue was one of

  authority rather than for the people. Authority at that time was the king, the bretwalda, of the East Angles, Redwald. We know little of Redwald other than he was the son Tytila and died in or

  about 627 and may have been the bretwalda in the Sutton Hoo ship-burial. It is also thought that he killed Æthelfrid, bretwalda of Northumbria, in 616 and so returned the throne to Edwin

  (616–32). Edwin was the overlord of the realm of England with the exception of Kent and so the mightiest king the region had seen. It was Edwin’s generalship and persuasion that set the

  map that was to become England and over which the Wessex kings would one day rule. There is a further aspect of Edwin’s rule that we should note: he was an atheist but he married a Christian

  princess from Kent. When his princess left Canterbury for York, there travelled with her Paulinus who, by making that journey, would become the first missionary of Rome to northern England. Edwin

  worshipped idols. That meant he had courtiers, henchmen and priests who did the same. Paulinus converted Edwin – or at least he baptized him. However, for the King to say, ‘I give my

  life to Christ’, is one thing; to carry with him these vital allies towards a religion that was relatively new in the kingdom was not only an act of faith, in early England it was also a political decision. He had to carry his realm with him. And that’s exactly what he did.




  The other princes and bretwaldas did not send cards. After all, Edwin’s new alliance with Kent was a destabilizing factor in the fierce world of tribal and national politics. For example,

  in 633 Penda, the heathen King of Mercia, connived an alliance with Cadwallon of north Wales (himself a declared Christian). The task was to unseat Edwin and the increasingly powerful kingdom of

  Northumbria. Penda may have had little in religious common with Cadwallon, but they had similar interests towards Edwin. At a treacherous battle of Doncaster, the mighty Edwin was slain and his

  head displayed above the ramparts of York. The Christian and Saxon warriors mourned Edwin and wished fury brought down on his killers. Oswald became leader of the Christian warriors. In just twelve

  months he had marched on and destroyed Cadwallon in what would become the last battle between Saxons and Britons.




  In these times, there were no deciding battles – only settled scores. The fundamental issues were about Christianity and which version to adopt persisted. And, at this time in the

  island’s history, any prolonging of differences could mean war. What might be done to settle, not military outrages, but matters of high faith and constitutional (in seventh-century terms)

  ambitions? The answer was the Synod of Whitby in 663. The question put was simplicity itself: should what had become the British version of Christianity follow what we may now call Rome, or should

  the expression of Christianity be found in the monastic orders in these islands? All matters religious are, and have been, a collection of compromises. The Church of Northumbria was to follow Rome.

  It was inevitable that Mercia would follow suit as the kings of Mercia now ruled England south of the Humber (as opposed to north of the Humber – Northumbria). That is how it remained for

  eighty years.




  Æthelbald, King of Mercia from 716, called himself ‘rex Britanniae’, which was the Latin for the Saxon English title, bretwalda, ruler of Britain. But this wasn’t an idle

  boast. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle tells us that he was fighting, and winning, as far away as Somerton in Somerset. That meant that Æthelbald controlled a huge chunk of Wessex. One

  indication of that control was that he could buy and sell land as he wished. He was the strongest figure in southern Britain. In spite of his confessions of faith, he was barbaric and everyone, including the Church, knew that and could do little about it. No other king had ruled so masterfully and for so long. But then it came to an end. In 757, after forty-one

  years on his throne, Æthelbald was murdered by his own bodyguard. The result was a civil war in the Midlands. It didn’t last a full year and when it was done the new king of the

  Mercians was Offa (750?–96), one of the most famous names of this period and a contemporary of Charlemagne (741–814).




  Charlemagne was the most celebrated of the Frankish rulers. The Franks were the post-Roman barbarians of what we now know as Belgium, France, Germany, the Netherlands and Switzerland. It was

  Charlemagne who inspired the rethinking of kingship, whereby in return for allegiance the leader protects those who follow him or her. His extension of this thought was better called the right to

  rule. It was his belief that the monarch could not rule by half measure and therefore should rule both his State and the Church within that State. Here was the basis for the contest between State

  and Church that would continue long after his empire’s passing. Although barbaric and indeed largely illiterate, Charlemagne inspired learning and such a close relationship with Rome that, on

  Christmas Day 800, Pope Leo III crowned Charlemagne emperor of what would become the Holy Roman Empire. Given that Leo III had called for Charlemagne’s help the previous year when he was in

  danger of being usurped, the coronation was the least gift of the Holy Father. Given the power and the uncompromising ambition of Charlemagne, the relationship with the king of the English (not of

  England) tells us much about the importance of Offa. Charlemagne had wanted one of his sons to marry one of the daughters of Offa. Offa’s reaction was that the process of diplomatic relations

  had to be two-way. If he was to take Charlemagne’s son as an in-law, then one his Offa’s sons should marry one of Charlemagne’s daughters. If this seems petty diplomacy, it was

  not. The marriage of sons and daughters among monarchs was a powerful symbol of diplomatic relations if not lasting unity.




  Offa could not live in peace; few monarchs of any sort did. After all, he came by the throne because his predecessor, his cousin Æthelbald, was murdered. Symeon of Durham, albeit writing

  in the early twelfth century, noted in his Historia Regum that in 771, Offa ‘subdued by arms the people of the Hestingi’. Hestingi was modern Hastings and the final battle in

  that bloody campaign against the Hestingi took place at Otford close by what is modern Sevenoaks. Offa’s power certainly spread beyond these island shores even if they

  were less recognized north of the Humber. Also, we must remember that Offa was of the time when declarations of religious faith had more than pious symbolism: he saw himself as the defender of the

  faith. And it was here that a single incident that marked Offa as particularly relevant to our history occurred. Offa had his son anointed as King of Mercia and consecrated – this was

  probably the first time that an English king had been consecrated and, therefore, it was the moment that marked a religious dimension to the English throne.




  Offa remains famous for one great work, his earthwork: the dyke. His battles against the Welsh eventually claimed parts of Powys and it was to build an obvious and presumably recognizable (to

  both Welsh and English) border that Offa constructed his monument. Yet we should recognize the force of this monarch who held Mercian power throughout south England and certainly had a direct

  influence in the northern parts. Moreover, we can tell something of Offa’s reputation beyond the British shores when we remember that Pope Adrian I described Offa as the King of the English

  – not of England as a land or State, but of the people. Also, Offa negotiated treaties on equal terms with Charlemagne who would become emperor. Therefore Offa’s reputation must go far

  beyond the creation of a dyke.




  By AD 796 Offa was dead and the Vikings were about to arrive. The Romans had begun to leave early in the fifth century and the Angles, the Jutes and the

  Saxons together became the English after the Romans left. At the end of the 700s the Vikings arrived from Scandinavia: the Swedes, Norwegians and Danes. Imagine for a moment the confusion of their

  arrival. There was not huge invasion – just three vessels. Their purpose, we should think, would be apparent. But three ships? Surely they had no strength in numbers nor evil purpose. There

  were too few for that. The reeve (sheriff) should have been confused. What was he expected to think of these strangers? The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle tells us – and what happened next. The

  year was AD 789.




  

    

      

        In this year Beorhtric took to wife Eadburh, daughter of King Offa. And in his days came first three ships of Norwegians from Horthaland; and then the reeve rode hither

        and tried to compel them to go to the royal manor, for he did not know what they were: and then they slew him. These were the first ships of the Danes to come to

        England.


      


    


  




  The Vikings arrived first at Portland in Dorset. They killed many and then withdrew. A small incident, but important to the inhabitants of these islands: this landing and these

  murders were the beginnings of the age of the Vikings. They returned in 793, as The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records:




  

    

      

        In this year terrible portents appeared over Northumbria and miserably frightened the people there; these were exceptionally high winds and flashes of lightning and fiery

        dragons were seen flying in the air. A great famine soon followed these signs; and a little after that in the same year on the eighth day of January the harrying of the heathen miserably

        destroyed God’s church in Lindisfarne.


      


    


  




  When more raiders arrived not so far away at Jarrow the following year, the locals were ready for them. Those they captured they put to terrible and agonizing death so that the

  raiders who escaped took home to Denmark the story of vicious and uncompromising islanders. But these were vicious and uncompromising times. This was probably a small group from a much larger fleet

  of long ships. They sailed on to the north of Scotland and landed. They set up encampments in Caithness and Sutherland, in the Orkneys and Shetland. They went on to Ireland and eventually conquered

  a small community and it is thought that their Viking king, Olaf, founded what is now called Dublin.




  In AD 865 the great invasion of the east coast of England started. And the pickings were great. England was proud of its Christianity and the Church had thrived. The

  people believed that all they had to do was to pay for the absolution of their many sins. And pay they did. So in the churches and monasteries were stored great treasures and the Vikings were

  delighted. None more so than Ivar Ragnarsson, known as Ivar the Boneless, so named because he may have suffered from a form of osteogenesis imperfecta.10

  There is no sure way to confirm this. If it seems unlikely that a warrior of such bloodthirsty fame would suffer from something akin to brittle bone disease, then that is

  reason to doubt his condition. However, this reason for his name has persisted.11 His father was Ragnar Lodbrok, who was captured by Ælla, the King

  of Northumbria, and thrown into a pit of poisonous adders to die. When the four sons of Ragnar Lodbrok heard this, each swore the vengeance known as Blood-Red Eagle. The killer of their father

  should be captured, his flesh and ribs cut and turned back so that the avenging son could tear out the living lungs – or so legend has it. However, whatever its form, no son took this oath of

  revenge more seriously than Ivar the Boneless.




  More importantly to our story, the defeat of Ælla at York in 866 and all that followed marked the end of the kingdom of Northumbria as the dominant regional power. Although in later times,

  the Percy family would hold the fortunes of the monarchy and the State in its hands, after the 860s, northern England was never again so important in the military and constitutional make-up of the

  British Isles. And what happened to the Boneless? It is not recorded with any certainty, but in the surviving fragments of the eleventh-century Middle Irish Fragmentary Annals of Ireland, it

  may be construed that Ivar the Boneless died in Dublin in 873. By that time, the English were celebrating one of the most famous leaders from these islands, Alfred the Great.




  Alfred is an early monarch known by most people, few of whom are quite sure what he did apart from trying to keep the Danes at bay by paying them not to fight him – which

  is where the expression ‘Danegeld’ comes from – and supposedly being the founder of the British navy. And of course, Alfred burned the cakes. Much of what we know of Alfred comes

  from Asser’s Life of King Alfred, written in 893. Asser was a Welsh monk from St David’s who became Bishop of Sherborne (now in Dorset). He was an acolyte of Alfred’s and

  employed to revive theological understanding in Wessex. Inevitably there are those who would question the authority and authorship of Asser’s Life of Alfred, but for most it is

  accepted as a reasonable account of this famous monarch even though it sings his praises louder than some might. His graphic accounts of skirmishes and battles (most battles

  were really skirmishes) are detailed and necessarily in praise of his king.




  

    

      

        In the year of our Lord’s incarnation 849, was born Alfred, king of the Anglo-Saxons, at the royal village of Wanating [Wantage], in Berkshire, which country has its

        name from the wood of Berroc, where the box-tree grows most abundantly. His genealogy is traced in the following order. King Alfred was the son of king Ethelwulf, who was the son of Egbert,

        who was the son of Elmund, was the son of Eafa, who was the son of Eoppa, who the son of Ingild. Ingild, and Ina, the famous king of the West-Saxons, were two brothers. Ina went to Rome, and

        there ending this life honourably, entered the heavenly kingdom, to reign there for ever with Christ.


      


    


  




  Alfred’s life was committed to fighting and making peace if he could by paying off the Danish invaders. Before becoming king himself, he helped his brother

  Æthelred, King of Wessex, in his struggle against the Danes. Asser is quite certain of the mood of looting and pillaging led to slaughter and retribution:




  

    

      

        In the year of our Lord’s incarnation 871, which was the twenty-third of king Alfred’s life, the pagan army, of hateful memory, left the East-Angles, and

        entering the kingdom of the West-Saxons, came to the royal city, called Reading, situated on the south bank of the Thames, in the district called Berkshire; and there, on the third day after

        their arrival, their earls, with great part of the army, scoured the country for plunder, while the others made a rampart between the rivers Thames and Kennet on the right side of the same

        royal city. They were encountered by Ethelwulf, earl of Berkshire, with his men, at a place called Englefield; both sides fought bravely, and made long resistance. At length one of the pagan

        earls was slain, and the greater part of the army destroyed; upon which the rest saved themselves by flight, and the Christians gained the victory.


      


    


  




  Feeling triumphant and not a little brave by their victory, Æthelred and his brother Alfred fell upon the Danes at Reading and gutted those they found outside the

  stronghold. But the Danes counterattacked and the men of Wessex, Asser’s Christians, broke ranks and turned tail.




  

    

      

        Roused by this calamity, the Christians, in shame and indignation, within four days, assembled all their forces, and again encountered the pagan army

        at a place called Ashdune, which means the ‘Hill of the Ash’. The pagans had divided themselves into two bodies, and began to prepare defences, for they had two kings and many

        earls, so they gave the middle part of the army to the two kings, and the other part to all their earls. Which the Christians perceiving, divided their army also into two troops, and also

        began to construct defences. But Alfred, as we have been told by those who were present, and would not tell an untruth, marched up promptly with his men to give them battle; for king

        Æthelred remained a long time in his tent in prayer, hearing the mass, and said that he would not leave it, till the priest had done, or abandon the divine protection for that of men.

        Now the Christians had determined that king Æthelred, with his men, should attack the two pagan kings, but that his brother Alfred, with his troops, should take the chance of war

        against the two earls. Things being so arranged, the king remained a long time in prayer, and the pagans came up rapidly to fight. Then Alfred, though possessing a subordinate authority,

        could no longer support the troops of the enemy, unless he retreated or charged upon them without waiting for his brother. At length he bravely led his troops against the hostile army, as

        they had before arranged, but without awaiting his brother’s arrival; for he relied in the divine counsels, and forming his men into a dense phalanx, marched on at once to meet the foe.

        And when both armies had fought long and bravely, at last the pagans, by the divine judgment, were no longer able to bear the attacks of the Christians, and having lost great part of their

        army, took to a disgraceful flight. One of their two kings, and five earls were there slain, together with many thousand pagans, who fell on all sides, covering with their bodies the whole

        plain of Ashdune. The whole pagan army pursued its flight, not only until night but until the next day, even until they reached the stronghold from which they had sallied. The Christians

        followed, slaying all they could reach, until it became dark.


      


    


  




  Shortly after Easter 871, Æthelred died and was buried at Wimborne Minster. Alfred was now king, but in miserable times. Within a month he was fighting the Danes just

  outside Salisbury, at Wilton. His losses were horrific. According to The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, after that battle at Wilton there were at least nine major campaigns against the Vikings in the south. And, says the Chronicle, ‘In the course of this year were slain nine earls and one king; and this year the West Saxons made peace with

  the host.’




  Made peace? Alfred bought them off with the Danegeld. The Vikings moved for the winter to London and it is here that coins with the Danish king, Hafdan, on one side and the monogram of London on

  the other first appeared. The Vikings were intent on staying, if not in London, in England. But there was not going to be peace for the Saxons and the Danes. Certainly King Alfred didn’t

  think so. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle tells us that in 875 Alfred, ‘sailed out to sea with a fleet and fought against seven ships’ companies and captured one of them and put the

  others to flight’. But there was little long-term victory. His armies were dispersed and many in Wessex thought he had deserted them for France or even that he was dead. In fact Alfred, not

  yet ‘The Great’, was in hiding and reduced to foraging for food. And it is here that we come to Asser’s version of the burning buns. It is now 878:




  

    

      

        Alfred, king of the West-Saxons, with a few of his nobles, and certain soldiers and vassals, used to lead an unquiet life among the woodlands of the country of Somerset,

        in great tribulation; for he had none of the necessaries of life, except what he could forage openly or stealthily, by frequent sallies, from the pagans, or even from the Christians who had

        submitted to the rule of the pagans.




        But it happened on a certain day, that the countrywoman, wife of the cowherd, was preparing some loaves to bake, and the king, sitting at the hearth, made ready his bow and arrows and

        other warlike instruments. The unlucky woman espying the cakes burning at the fire, ran up to remove them, and rebuking the brave king, exclaimed:




        Ca’sn thee mind the ke-aks, man, an’ doossen zee ’em burn? I’m boun thee’s eat ’em vast enough, az zoon az ’tiz the turn.




        The blundering woman little thought that it was king Alfred, who had fought so many battles against the pagans, and gained so many victories over them.




        But the Almighty not only granted to the same glorious king victories over his enemies, but also permitted him to be harassed by them, to be sunk down by adversities, and depressed by the

        low estate of his followers, to the end that he might learn that there is one Lord of all things, to whom every knee doth bow, and in whose hand are the hearts of kings;

        who puts down the mighty from their seat and exalteth the humble; who suffers his servants when they are elevated at the summit of prosperity to be touched by the rod of adversity, that in

        their humility they may not despair of God’s mercy, and in their prosperity they may not boast of their honours, but may also know, to whom they owe all the things which they

        possess.


      


    


  




  In today’s terms, Alfred became a guerrilla fighter. And then came a massive and decisive engagement when Alfred gathered his Saxons together, filled with a new

  spirit.




  

    

      

        The Danish army remained in camp at Chippenham for that summer of 878. Twelve months on they were gone to East Anglia. But a new Viking army sailed for England and camped

        at Fulham. By 886 the Danes dominated the high ground including the capital. Alfred and the West Saxons were emboldened. They marched on London slashing and slaying as they went. Into the

        city they marched, burning and slaughtering and took it from the invaders.




        Alfred, King of the Anglo-Saxons, after the burning of the cities and the slaying of the people, honourably rebuilt the city of London and made it again habitable. He gave it into the

        custody of his son-in-law, Æthered, earl of Mercia, to which king all the Angles and Saxons, who before had been dispersed everywhere, or were in captivity with the pagans, voluntarily

        turned and submitted themselves to his dominion.


      


    


  




  This date, 886, is important because for the first time London became the centre for resistance to England’s enemies. It meant also that at this point Alfred could claim

  the title ‘The Great’; he was the great leader, obeyed, with the exception of the Dane lands (see Chapter 3) by all the English-speaking peoples.




  


    

  




  
CHAPTER THREE




  886–1065




  Alfred the Great made an uneasy truce with the Vikings – or the Danes – in the late 800s, the last years of his life. The map of

  England, Scotland and Wales looked something like this: Wales was much as it is now. Wessex was a triangle with one corner in Land’s End, another in North Foreland on the far Kent coast and

  the top corner on the north-west coast near Liverpool. In that corner is what was called English Mercia. The rest, including East Anglia, was Danish, known as Danelaw. Danelaw’s northern

  boundary was a squiggly line from the North Sea coast, about thirty miles south of Durham, across to the Cumbrian coast. The cauldron of peace bought in bribes (Danegeld), inter-marriages and

  baptisms were about to boil over. However, the fire was lit, not in England, but on the Continent where the Viking raiders were at war and here the timing is sensitive to the impending death of the

  Viking king, Guthrum, who lived in England. In 878, Guthrum had been defeated by Alfred, but spared. What is more, Alfred had converted Guthrum to Christianity and was his godfather; there

  followed a sort of peace that was closer to a truce than a settlement for all time. Here, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle notes that the era was about to end.




  

    

      

        And Guthrum, the northern king, whose baptismal name was Athelstan, passed away. In the year 892 the great host . . . went again from the kingdom of the East Franks

        westward to Boulogne and were there provided with ships, so that they crossed in one voyage, horses and all, and they came up into the mouth of the Lympne [pronounced Limn] with 250 ships.

        The river flows out from the forest; they rowed their ships up as far as the forest, four miles from the entrance to the estuary and there stormed a fort within the fen; occupying it were a

        few peasants and it was half built. Then soon after this, Haesten came with eighty ships into the mouth of the Thames and made himself a fort at Milton Regis.


      


    


  




  Milton Regis is still there, now a, suburb of Sittingbourne and there is no great forest. But back to the battle. Three points emerge. First, Alfred once again offered gold to

  the invaders. This was a common practice. It was partly common sense, a recognition that if gold could buy peace then why not buy it. Second, Alfred, having paid up and so delayed the attack,

  persuaded the Viking King, Haesten, to have his two young sons baptized. And third, King Alfred was, perhaps, in failing health because he gave way to a younger leader, Edward, his

  twenty-two-year-old son. Alfred also had an ally, the young Mercian prince, Æthelred. The Vikings, as expected, broke their oaths of peace and Edward and Æthelred prepared for

  battle.




  Alfred’s men chased the Danes, fought them near Aldershot and chased them again until they reached the Thames, across which the Danes escaped, for the moment. At Benfleet, they captured

  Haesten’s wife and two sons. Alfred ordered their return, an act of clemency for which he was much criticized. And the Danes? They were free but instead of attempting to take English Mercia,

  they roamed and pillaged Wales before returning to the safety of East Anglia and then the Thames estuary. The long-term result was a stalemate. Thanks to earlier Viking successes, the Danes were

  always going to be able to rely on support in Northumbria and East Anglia. Alfred was never going to get any more support than he had. Peace was impossible. And so it was that Alfred’s

  kingdom was still at war when he died, in 901 according to the monk Florence of Worcester (although the accepted date is 899).12 Alfred had ruled for

  almost twenty-nine years. His son, Edward, succeeded him and this led to a split with his cousin Æthelwald, who turned to the Vikings of Northumberland for help. The Vikings were happy to

  oblige. In 902, Eric, their king, and Æthelwald headed south and attacked Wiltshire. When Edward in turn attacked the Danes in East Anglia he could hardly have anticipated that in spite of

  many of his men, especially those from Kent, being butchered by the Danes, his cousin and the Danish king would be among the dead. The new King of the Danes, Guthrum II, made

  peace with the King of Wessex through a treaty in 886. True, the peace did not last long. When it broke in 910, it was to the detriment of any ambitions the Danes had of ruling more of England. At

  Tettenhall in Staffordshire, the Danes were vanquished so much so that the Danish lands of East Anglia and the English Midlands were at last vulnerable to the English soldiers.




  At this point, we have to remind ourselves just how powerful were the Viking holdings in Britain. At about this time, 900, the south of England was Wessex. The Midlands stretched from the course

  of the Thames north-westerly to the coast at about what is now Liverpool. This Midlands region was called Mercia. Only the western part of Mercia was English territory. Moreover, the rest of

  England – Cambridgeshire, East Anglia, Lincolnshire, Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire, the whole of Yorkshire and Lancashire, Cumbria, Durham and Northumberland, in our geographical terms –

  was all the so-called Viking Conquests.




  The Mercians were ruled not by kings but by ealdormen, from the Old English ‘Elder Man’, a term that had all but disappeared by the eleventh century when it developed from the same

  root into the altogether more important title ‘eorl’, which was eventually earl. The ealdormen openly acknowledged King Edward of Wessex as their liege. When Alfred died and Edward

  became king, the Ealdorman of Mercia was Æthelred. He had married Alfred’s first child, (and so Edward’s sister) Æthelflaed. She had inherited the Alfredian Wessex genes of

  being a thoughtful and very tough leader. In about 902, her husband Æthelred became seriously ill and effectively handed over the rule of the Mercians to her. She ruled wisely as her

  husband’s regent for almost a decade, opposing the Vikings and building fortresses until his death in 911 when she was acclaimed by the Mercians as ‘Myrcna hlaefdige’, Lady of the

  Mercians. Brother and sister had become a powerful and thoughtful alliance against the Vikings. The Lady of the Mercians administered the land of her people and led them in battle to great success,

  particularly when she took Derby – a strategic fortress – from the Danes. It was only a matter of time and opportunity before she would take the war into Viking territory and that meant

  heading north into Cumbria and across the Solway Firth. When she died in the summer of 918 at home in Tamworth, Æthelflaed was, as the Annals of Ulster noted, a

  famous queen of the Saxons.13 The siblings had conquered the five boroughs of Danelaw and when Edward, now without his sister, pressed north there was

  little to stop him. Both the north and Wales were the outposts of the Britons, not the English, but the Welsh princes declared for Edward and soon the task started by Alfred the Great was

  completed. Then, in 924, Edward died and in 925, the year that St Dunstan was born, Edward’s son, the remarkable Athelstan, who had served his squiredom at the court of his aunt

  Æthelflaed, came to the throne. If it is at all possible to say who the first king of all England was, then that person was Athelstan.




  It is said that Alfred had known that, one day, his grandson would be king and that he had cloaked the child in scarlet and then invested him with the Royal Saxon sword with a

  golden hilt, the symbol of regal dignity. Athelstan was the first King of Wessex who was truly part of the Mercian aristocracy. His father wasn’t. Certainly Alfred the Great wasn’t. So

  Athelstan held a unique position, one of great respect, when he joined with Mercians against Northumbria – still known as Danelaw and still an alien territory to the southern kingdom.

  Sensibly and with the style of the times, Athelstan began his reign by seeking accord with the Danelaw leaders. That way of peace was never likely and in 926 Athelstan marched on Yorkshire.

  Rapidly, Northumbria, the monarchs of Strathclyde and the Scots and even the Welsh princes agreed Athelstan to be their lord. Once more, peace was unreal and uneasy truce likely.




  Ten years earlier, Athelstan had defeated the late father of King Olaf of Dublin. Now, in AD 937, Olaf sought revenge. Thus he gathered the Vikings and Celts, including

  Scots (led by Constantine, King of the Scots) and Strathclyde Britons, into a motley alliance of Christian and pagan forces. It was a bloody affair even by the standards of the bloody day.

  Olaf’s armies lost five kings and seven earls; any hope that the Celts may have had of ridding the British Isles of Saxons lay silent with them. It is called the Battle of Brunanburh but where the battle took place is unknown. One strong claimant is Brinkburn in Northumberland. What we do know is that it inspired Brunanburh, the first epic verse

  in our language – Saxon English – in 937:




  

    

      

        	

          

            

              Her Aethelstan cyning, eorla dryhten,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              In this year King Aethelstan, Lord of warriors,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              beorna beag-giefa, and his brothor eac,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              ring-giver to men, and his brother also,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              Eadmund aetheling, ealdor-langetir


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              Prince Eadmund, won eternal glory


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              geslogon aet saecce sweorda ecgun


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              in battle with sword edges


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              ymbe Brunanburh. Bord-weall clufon,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              around Brunanburh. They split the shield-wall,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              heowon heathu-linde hamora lafum


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              they hewed battle shields with the remnants of hammers.


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              eaforan Eadweardes, swa him ge-aethele waes


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              The sons of Eadweard, it was only befitting their noble


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              fram cneo-magnum thaet hie aet campe oft


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              descent from their ancestors that they should often


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              with lathra gehwone land ealgodon,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              defend their land in battle against each hostile people,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              hord and hamas. Hettend crungon,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              horde and home. The enemy perished,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              Scotta leode and scip-flotan,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              Scots men and seamen,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              faege feollon. Feld dennode


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              fated they fell. The field flowed


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              secga swate sithan sunne upp


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              with blood of warriors, from sun up


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              on morgen-tid, maere tungol,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              in the morning, when the glorious star


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              glad ofer grundas, Godes candel beorht,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              glided over the earth, God’s bright candle,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              eces Dryhtnes, oth seo aethele gesceaft


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              eternal lord, till that noble creation


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              sag to setle. Thaer laeg secg manig


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              sank to its seat. There lay many a warrior


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              garum agieted, guma Northerna


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              by spears destroyed; Northern men


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              ofer scield scoten, swelce Scyttisc eac,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              shot over shield, likewise Scottish as well,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              werig, wiges saed.


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              weary, war sated.


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              

                West-Seaxe forth


              


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              

                The West-Saxons pushed onward


              


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              andlange daeg eorod-cystum


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              all day; in troops


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              on last legdon lathum theodum,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              they pursued the hostile people.


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              heowon here-flieman hindan thearle


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              They hewed the fugitive grievously from behind


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              mecum mylen-scearpum. Mierce ne wierndon


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              with swords sharp from the grinding. The Mercians did


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              heardes hand-plegan haeletha nanum


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              not refuse hard hand-play to any warrior


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              thara-the mid Anlafe ofer ear-gebland


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              who came with Anlaf over the sea-surge


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              on lides bosme land gesohton,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              in the bosom of a ship, those who sought land,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              faege to gefeohte. Fife lagon


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              fated to fight. Five lay dead


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              on tham camp-stede cyningas geonge,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              on the battle-field, young kings,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              sweordum answefede, swelce seofone eac


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              put to sleep by swords, likewise also seven


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              eorlas Anlafes, unrim herges,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              of Anlaf’s earls, countless of the army,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              flotena and Scotta. Thaere gefliemed wearth


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              sailors and Scots. There the North-men’s chief


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              North-manna brego, niede gebaeded,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              was put to flight, by need constrained


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              to lides stefne lytle weorode;


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              to the prow of a ship with little company;


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              cread cnear on flot, cyning ut gewat


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              he pressed the ship afloat, the king went out


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              on fealone flod, feorh generede.


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              on the dusky flood-tide, he saved his life.


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              Swelce thaere eac se froda mid fleame com


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              Likewise, there also the old campaigner through flight


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              on his cyththe north, Constantinus,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              came to his own region in the north--Constantine--


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              har hilde-rinc. Hreman ne thorfte


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              hoary warrior. He had no reason to exult


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              meca gemanan; he waes his maga sceard,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              the great meeting; he was of his kinsmen bereft,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              freonda gefielled on folc-stede,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              friends fell on the battle-field,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              beslaegen aet saecce, and his sunu forlet


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              killed at strife: even his son, young in battle, he left


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              on wael-stowe wundum forgrunden,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              in the place of slaughter, ground to pieces with wounds.


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              geongne aet guthe. Gielpan ne thorfte


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              That grizzle-haired warrior had no


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              beorn blanden-feax bill-gesliehtes,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              reason to boast of sword-slaughter,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              eald inwitta, ne Anlaf thy ma;


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              old deceitful one, no more did Anlaf;


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              mid hira here-lafum hliehhan ne thorfton


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              with their remnant of an army they had no reason


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              thaet hie beadu-weorca beteran wurdon


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              to laugh that they were better in deed of war


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              on camp-stede cumbol-gehnastes,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              in battle-field--collision of banners,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              gar-mittunge, gumena gemotes,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              encounter of spears, encounter of men,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              waepen-gewrixles, thaes hie on wael-felda


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              trading of blows--when they played against


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              with Eadweardes eaforan plegodon.


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              the sons of Eadweard on the battle-field.


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              

                Gewiton him tha North-menn naegled-cnearrum,


              


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              

                Departed then the Northmen in nailed ships.


              


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              dreorig darotha laf, on Dinges mere


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              The dejected survivors of the battle, at Dinges


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              ofer deop waeter Dyflin secan,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              mere sought Dublin over the deep water,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              eft lra lang aewisc-mode.


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              to return to Ireland, ashamed in spirit.


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              Swelce tha gebrothor begen aetsamne,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              Likewise the brothers, both together,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              cyning and aetheling, cyththe sohton,


            


          


        



        	

          

            

              King and Prince, sought their home,


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          

            

              West Seaxna lang, wiges hremge.
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