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ONE SPRING MORNING


[image: images]

[image: images]

Two men with spiky blond hair are sitting on the white cliffs of Dover. If you walk up behind them slowly, you might mistake their heads for two hedgehogs which have settled down to look at the view. The two men are Ancient Britons [image: images]1. They gaze out to sea.
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It’s a fine spring morning. The waves sparkle beneath them. Behind them, the country is green, rich and fertile. AD 43 is a great time to be alive - or at least it should be …



[image: images]1Ancient Briton is a term usually used to describe someone who lived in Britain in prehistoric times, that is, when people didn’t yet read and write.
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THE EMPIRE MADE EASY
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WHY CLAUDIUS?

Claudius became Emperor of Rome after the murder of his mad nephew, the Emperor Caligula, just after one o’clock on 24th January AD 41. Caligula’s killers, their swords still bloody, saw Claudius’ slippers sticking out from beneath a curtain where he was hiding. They decided to make him Emperor because they couldn’t find anybody else suitable - Claudius would do because he was a member of the Roman ruling family.

[image: images]



At that time the Roman Empire was the mightiest empire the world has ever seen, so Claudius had become the most powerful man in the world - even though he was a drunkard, whom most people thought was weak in the head!

Claudius needed a war and a victory in order to prove to the Roman people what a good emperor he could be. That’s why he ordered the invasion of Britain.

THE ROMAN EMPIRE IN AD 43

The Romans were ruthlessly efficient and they were brilliant soldiers. They built an army which was the best in the world for more than a thousand years. And with that army they conquered an empire which lasted in the west until AD 476. (In the east the Byzantine Empire or Eastern Roman Empire continued until AD 1453 when it was finally overrun by the Turks.)

[image: images][image: images]2

SEARCHING FOR CLUES


The Roman Empire soared like a comet for hundreds of years and then fell like a stone. Britain was part of that Empire and part of the fall. Since it all happened an incredibly long time ago, you might expect that nothing much would be left to tell us what went on. Well, a lot has disappeared, but the Empire was so big and it went on for such a long time that there are still plenty of clues as to what the Ancient Romans were like and how they lived:

[image: images]Many of their books have survived in old libraries. We know the names of their famous writers, some of whom wrote about the British and their battles with the Romans, and we can read about Roman generals and emperors.

[image: images]They built to last. The countries they once ruled are littered with the vast remains of theatres, temples, aqueducts [image: images]3 and even whole cities.

[image: images]There are over a million Roman inscriptions which can still be read on old gravestones and monuments.

[image: images]Archaeologists [image: images]4 dig up the remains of everyday objects, such as old pots or hair combs. These help us to understand how the Romans used to live.

THAT’S ALL OF US AULUS

Following Claudius’ orders, in AD 43 Aulus Plautius, the Roman commander in Gaul (modern France), had gathered an army of forty thousand men, plus some elephants to impress the natives, at Gesoriacum (the modern French port of Boulogne). He was to invade Britain as soon as possible.
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This would not be the first Roman invasion of Britain. In 55-56 BC, nearly a hundred years before, the Britons had been beaten by the famous Roman general Julius Caesar. But Caesar had to return to Rome for political reasons before his conquest of Britain was complete.

After Caesar’s troops had left, the Britons had gone back to their ‘savage’ Celtic ways, as the Romans saw them. In fact by AD 43 the Britons were helping rebellious Gauls to fight the Romans, egged on by Druids [image: images]5 who were based in Britain. Plautius and his Emperor Claudius knew that they had to beat the Britons if there was to be peace in Gaul.

In other words, they were going to teach those pesky Britons a lesson. No wonder the two Ancient Britons were sitting on the white cliffs of Dover; they were looking for the sails of the Roman invasion fleet.

They wouldn’t have long to wait.

[image: images]




[image: images]2This is about the same as the population of modern Birmingham.

[image: images]3Aqueducts are artificial channels which carry water above the ground, sometimes for long distances.

[image: images]4Archaeologists are historians who look for clues about the past by searching for buried remains.

[image: images]5Druids were the priests of the Ancient Britons and Gauls. More on them later.
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BRITAIN BEFORE THE ROMANS


MUD IN BRITAIN



In  AD 43, Britain was divided into a crazy patchwork of tribal kingdoms ruled by small-time royalty. The aristocracy tended to live in hill-forts with high earth walls, probably topped with wooden fences. you can still see the remains of these hill-forts on the tops of many hills today.

WHICH TRIBE DO YOU BELONG TO?

If you had been alive in AD 43, which tribe would have ruled over the region where you live today?

[image: images]

Whether  inside the walls of the hill-forts or out in the country, people lived in circular huts made of mud daubed over sticks and twigs [image: images]6 . The country was wild and wooded. There were massive areas of thick forest where bears and wolves roamed freely. Between the forests the people were mostly farmers who worked small fields around their farms.

Actually the Ancient Britons weren’t total savages, they did produce some goods to sell. Merchants from the civilizations of the Mediterranean had been sailing to south-west England since the time of the Ancient Greeks, at least four hundred years before, to barter for tin, leather, slaves and other goods.
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These  goods were exchanged for luxury items, such as wine and decorated bowls. The Ancient Britons were very fond of wine and valued it highly. Aristocrats would sometimes exchange a healthy slave for a single amphora [image: images]7 .

DINNER DANGERS!

The Ancient Britons were Celts, as were many of the people of northern Europe. Early Celts spoke Celtic and liked head hunting and human sacrifice. (The doors of the early Celts were hung with the heads of their enemies). Even in Roman times they would sacrifice a child before any major battle in order to foresee the future. The child would be cut open and any unusual features of the entrails, or insides, would be regarded as clues to understanding the future. The Romans did the same sort of thing but only with animals.

[image: images]

Above  all, the Celts loved fighting and fought each other at the slightest opportunity. At their feasts the thigh bone was always given to the bravest hero. Warriors would sometimes fight to the death over drumsticks!

Celts were described by the Romans as being large and fierce with blond hair [image: images]8 . They probably looked much like the majority of people of modern England - although you might not want to ask one to dinner!
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COMPARE THE HAIR


CELTIC WARRIOR
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CELTIC LADY


[image: images][image: images]9 


ROMAN GENTLEMAN
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ROMAN LADY
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CLAUDIUS MAKES HIS MOVE
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AD 43, Aulus Plautius sets sail from Boulogne with an army of 40,000 men.
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They land on the south coast of England and fight a two-day battle against the defending Celts. The Celtic chariots [image: images]10 are no match for the disciplined Roman legions.
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The Roman army marches north and the British tribes give way before them, taking their belongings and herds of animals with them.
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The Romans capture Camulodunum (modern Colchester), the largest British town at that time. Caratacus and Togodumnus, the wild sons of the powerful British king Cunobelin - now dead - govern Camulodunum. These two young men are the leaders of British resistance to Rome. Togodumnus will not live much longer.
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Caratacus the young British leader flees to take up the fight elsewhere.





A TALE OF TWO Cs

[image: images]

The British leader Caratacus escaped into Wales. He kept on fighting bravely until the Romans defeated him and took his wife and children prisoner. Then Caratacus took refuge in the kingdom of the Brigantes in the north of England which was still free of Roman rule. The Brigantes were a primitive tribe of nomads who tended large herds of cattle. They bred the best chariot ponies in Britain and they hated the Romans as much as anybody.

[image: images]artimandua

Cartimandua [image: images]11 was queen of the Brigantes. Unlike many of her people, she was friendly towards the Romans, or at least she didn’t want to offend them by giving refuge to their main enemy, Caratacus.

 

In AD 51 Cartimandua handed Caratacus over to the Roman governor of Britain. Caratacus was taken in chains to Rome.
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