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‘Lords and Commons of England – Consider what nation it is whereof you are and of which you are the governors: a nation not
         slow and dull, but of quick, ingenious and piercing spirit; acute to invent, subtile and sinewy to discourse, not beneath
         the reach of any point that human capacity can soar to.’
      

      JOHN MILTON: Areopagitica






      Prologue


WHY should a writer who has made his career in journalism sit down to write a history of the English people? Why should he
         renounce his proper function, which is to record and comment upon the present, and seek to explore the past, a task for which
         he is, perhaps, ill-qualified, even disqualified? My answer, in the first place, is that it is wrong to draw too sharp a distinction
         between the journalist and the historian. They are both in the same business: to communicate an understanding of events to
         the reader. Both are involved in the discovery and elucidation of truth – that is, the search for the facts which matter,
         and their arrangement in significant form. No one can possibly say where the historian’s work ceases, and the journalist’s
         begins. The present is continuously in process of becoming the past: the frontier of history ends only with yesterday’s newspaper.
         A good journalist casts anxious and inquiring glances over his shoulder, and a good historian lifts his eyes from the page
         to look at the world around him. Sometimes the roles merge completely. Thucydides was writing not merely a history but an
         anguished record of contemporary events, in which he had acted and suffered. Bede, the first great English historian, living
         in a period of calm before the storm he sensed was coming, wrote not only, as he said, ‘for the instruction of posterity’,
         but also for the purposes of government; he told the King of Northumbria in his dedication: ‘You are desirous that the said
         history should be more fully made familiar to yourself, and to those over whom the Divine Authority has made you governor,
         from your great regard for their general welfare.’ Matthew Paris was a journalist as well as a historian. Walter Ralegh, in
         his History of the World, was directing a gigantic and angry editorial to the subjects of James I. Clarendon’s history of the Great Rebellion was an essay in analytical and polemical journalism. Macaulay, recording the
         destruction of the Stuarts, was also subjecting his early-Victorian contemporaries to a subtle exercise in political education.
         Consciously or unconsciously, most great historians have influenced contemporary events, as all journalists seek to do.
      

      In the second place, a journalist cannot divorce himself from history even if he wishes. He cannot prevent the past from intruding.
         The more he tries to understand the present, the further he is driven to probe into the past, in the search for explanations.
         In a sense, this is a reversal of F.W. Maitland’s historical method, which he used in Domesday Book and Beyond, of advancing ‘backwards from the known to the unknown, from the certain to the uncertain’. Seeking to peer through the mists
         of the present, the journalist uses as points of reference the established landmarks of the past. He sees people fighting
         and rioting in the streets of Belfast. Why? Because of certain events which took place in Londonderry in 1968? Partly. But
         partly also because of decisions reached in London in 1920, and of centuries of interrelated events before them, reaching
         back into the early Middle Ages and beyond, almost to the first recorded episodes in Anglo-Irish relations. Not all this material
         is important, or even relevant. But the journalist cannot be sure until he has examined it. He must continually turn aside
         from his typewriter and reach for his bookshelves. Of course Northern Ireland is a theatre of action where the past plays
         an unusually vivid role. But all events, however novel, have a history; every problem is a legacy. Why, in the 1980s, are
         there continuing and acrimonious arguments over comprehensive schools? To understand, we must go back not merely to 1944,
         but to the roots of modern English education in the early nineteenth century, and to an examination of the systems which preceded
         it. Why is it so difficult to modernise and civilise British trade unions? It is pointless to ask the question unless we are
         prepared to travel backwards into the history of British trade unionism, and indeed examine the origins of the present industrial
         structure. Why are strikes so frequent in British industry? Part of the explanation lies in arrangements made in the two decades
         before 1914, themselves conditioned by attitudes shaped in the very earliest phase of the industrial revolution. Moreover,
         the journalist finds himself conjuring up the past not merely to provide answers to particular contemporary questions but
         to explain their relationship to each other. The historical structure of our manufacturing industry has a direct bearing on
         the development of unions, and both are influenced by the evolution of the educational system. So the journalist plunges deeper
         and deeper into history, and on an ever-broadening front. Sooner or later he is tempted to write history himself, to satisfy
         his own legitimate and professional curiosity.
      

      Therein lies the origin of this book. During the years 1965–70, as editor of a political journal, I had the duty, week by
         week, to comment upon – to try to understand myself and explain to others – the struggles and failures of one of the most
         tragically unsuccessful governments in English history. I was conscious all the time that the failures lay not merely in the
         limitations of the men and women who composed the government, but in the nation as a whole, in its institutions and the attitudes
         which shaped them. During the 1960s, this country underwent a profound and agonising experience. From year to year, almost from week to week, it shrank in its own estimation, and in
         that of the world. The Empire was gone almost before the decade commenced; but during it the loss was first felt, and the
         Commonwealth designed to replace it revealed as a paper sham. The decline of Britain as a world power, slow and almost imperceptible
         in the 1940s and 1950s, began to accelerate with unmistakable speed, and palpable results. This was accompanied by a growing
         awareness that the country was falling behind not merely in physical strength but in material prosperity. There was, too,
         no indication whatsoever that the declension could be arrested, let alone reversed: we faced a future not just of comparative
         weakness, but of relative poverty, and a future in which these characteristics would become more pronounced with every year
         that passed. Britain had entered the age of humiliations. The failure of a government simply epitomised and reflected the
         diminution of a people.
      

      Was this process natural, indeed inevitable? Was it even desirable? What precisely did we mean by failure? The loss of imperial
         and world status might prove an advantage, a slow growth-rate a blessing. Power and wealth have never borne much relation
         to human happiness. On the eve of the twenty-first century, the English could hardly be described as a suffering or an abject
         nation, nor even, by their own standards, a particularly discontented one. They enjoyed more freedom than ever before: not
         merely individual liberties, which had been greatly enlarged in the past decade, but the collective freedom from onerous responsibilities
         in the world. They enjoyed, too, a degree of civil peace and internal stability without precedent in their history, and without
         parallel abroad. They might take such things for granted: to most of the world these seemed enviable and elusive privileges.
         Was there not, perhaps, a certain logic in this national balance-sheet: the loss of power compensated by a real gain in security?
         If Britain were still running a world empire, operating as a great power, and throbbing with the rapid economic growth needed
         to sustain such efforts, could it possibly be an untroubled, law-abiding and stable country, let alone an agreeable one in
         which to live?
      

      These questions naturally provoked others. What sort of people did the English wish to be, and what kind of country did they
         prefer to inhabit? Clearly, one could not begin to answer these without discovering how far the evolution of Britain, the
         type of country it was, and the position it had occupied in the world, was a matter of conscious choice by its predominant
         people, reflecting, with due allowance for the accident of events, their attitudes, aspirations and desires. In short, to
         make a worthwhile comment on the present predicament of the English, it seemed to me necessary to explore their history back
         to its very roots, to relate present to past, and on the basis of this connection to make some tentative projections into the future. I wanted
         to read a book which did this; but none such existed. So I decided to write it myself.
      

      Such an audacious project is open to a number of powerful objections, of which I have been painfully aware. To begin with,
         the literature of English history is enormous and constantly increasing. Even by, say, the beginning of the Second World War,
         it was already difficult for a single writer to have read and absorbed the salient works of specialised history covering a
         period of more than 2,000 years. Since then there has been an explosion of English historical studies. One writer, summarising
         work on early English history since 1939, describes the production as ‘gargantuan’; another, surveying the later Middle Ages,
         refers to recent research as ‘a tidal river in full flood’; much the same could be said of later periods.* Moreover, English history since 1914, and even since 1945, now attracts a growing body of industrious and fertile scholars.
         A sizeable library could be formed from books dealing with aspects of English history published in the last 20 years, even
         discounting the enormous number of biographies which have poured from the presses; in addition there are thousands of monographs
         printed in scores of learned journals; and behind all these lie miles of archives and papers now open to inspection. One recent
         volume, covering less than a year of a single aspect of English history, involved the inspection of 60 hitherto unexplored
         collections of private papers. How can any one person – and a non-academic, too – hope to familiarise himself with such an
         enormous output, let alone master it?
      

      Yet it would be a tragedy if writers of history were to allow themselves to become, like the physical scientists, the inhibited
         prisoners of available knowledge, and accept ant-like roles in a huge, impersonal industry, which no one mind felt capable
         of surveying as a whole. As one brilliant young historian has wisely observed, ‘History does belong to everyman: that is a
         strength, not a weakness.’† The people have a right to be taught their history in a form they can grasp. If this is acknowledged to be impossible, then
         the labours of professional historians seem to me to be largely futile, self-indulgent, self-propagating exercises in mere
         antiquarianism. A certain ruthlessness is required, a willingness to accept the responsibility of making choices and forming
         judgments, a readiness to select, discount and discard.
      

Historical research tends to move in circles. A traditional view is inherited from the actual protagonists, and becomes orthodox,
         textbook history. In time, an enterprising historian comes along, subjects it to critical analysis, and produces a significantly
         new version. He breeds pupils, who form a revisionist school, and push his conclusions much further. With the advent of a
         new generation, there is a counter-revolution: the revisionist theory is itself assaulted. Sometimes a new synthesis is evolved.
         Sometimes the matter is now seen to be too complex to admit of any firm explanation, and the reader (who has followed the
         historians thus far) is left confused. More often, a modified version of the traditional view is re-established. Much academic
         blood is spilt, and little progress achieved. Moreover, professional historians are human, indeed all too human; often the
         smoke of controversy, of theory and counter-theory, conceals personal antagonisms rooted in ancient common-room brawls, or
         in disputes which have nothing to do with history. J.H. Round’s ferocious assaults on Professor Freeman, for instance, were
         motivated, at least in part, by Round’s hatred of Mr Gladstone, Liberalism in general, Little Englandism in particular and,
         not least, the anti-blood-sports lobby. One could quote modern examples, of which there are many.
      

      More seriously, much research tends to obscure, rather than reveal, the truth; or, most depressing of all, to suggest that
         truth cannot be finally established, often on matters of outstanding importance. Just as astronomers seem unable to agree
         on the salient point of whether the universe is expanding, contracting or standing still, so historians constantly reveal
         new areas of doubt, or violent disagreement, on points which had once seemed clear. Thus: the Roman city was a failure in
         Britain; it was a substantial success. The Anglo-Saxon Church (and Anglo-Saxon society as a whole) was backward; its cultural
         and artistic achievements were immense. There was no ‘feudalism’ in England before the Conquest; there was ‘feudalism’. The
         English population rose in the early fourteenth century; it fell dramatically. The fifteenth century was a period of economic
         decline; it was a period of exceptional dynamism. Similar black and white contrasting versions, held with angry tenacity and
         backed by massive documentation, envelop the nature of the Tudor monarchy, the origins of the Civil War, the loss of the American
         colonies, the politics of George III’s England, and the origins and chronology of the industrial revolution, to mention only a few vital aspects of English history.
         Sometimes historians meet in seminar to debate their disagreements, not, as a rule, to much purpose. The layman can only survey
         the battlefield from a quoin of vantage, and make up his own mind about the honours of victory. Pierre Mendès-France used to say, to his divided cabinet, ‘Gouverner, c’est choisir’. To write general history it is necessary to make choices, almost on every page. This I have done, without bravado but also
         without fear; and if I am often wrong, I have the comforting words of a distinguished Regius Professor of Modern History at
         Oxford, who has observed that there are times ‘when a new error is more life-giving than an old truth, a fertile error than
         a sterile accuracy’.
      

      There is a further objection to such a book as this: that it rests on the assumption that what happened in the past has some
         constructive relevance to our own times. This view would be wholly repudiated by many historians. Some have gone further.
         The great historian of the seventeenth century, S.R. Gardiner, for instance, held that the avowed or unavowed comparison with
         the present is ‘altogether destructive of historical knowledge’. ‘He who studies the society of the past,’ he wrote, ‘will
         be of the greater service to the society of the present in proportion as he leaves it out of account.’ I do not agree; indeed,
         it is an impossible aim. Every historian has his contemporary bias; better to acknowledge it explicitly than to assume, wrongly,
         that it does not exist. It is no accident that Bishop Stubbs, writing in the golden age of the parliamentary statute, should
         have seen English history as primarily the development of constitutional forms, above all of Parliament; or that Professor
         Tout, whose own lifetime saw the birth and growth of ‘big government’, should have sought the key to English history in administration.
         Every age rewrites the history of the past in its own terms. We each have only one pair of eyes to see, and they are modern
         ones. In History as the Story of Liberty, Benedetto Croce pointed out that:
      

      

         The practical requirements which underlie every historical judgment give to all history the character of ‘contemporary history’,
            because, however remote in time events thus recounted may seem to be, the history in reality refers to present needs and present
            situations wherein those events vibrate.
         

      



      This seems to me almost beyond argument, because it is impossible to still those vibrations. The writing of history, as Professor
         E.H. Carr puts it, is a ‘dialogue between the present and the past’. Each age makes a different analysis of what has gone
         before, and extracts from it significant pointers, lessons and warnings. It is in the nature of man to pray to his ancestors
         for guidance. He may, of course, receive nothing but riddles. Lord Acton, in one of his lectures, overstated the case when
         he claimed: ‘The knowledge of the past, the record of truth revealed by experience, is eminently practical, as an instrument
         of action and a power that goes to the making of the future.’ The truth is often unclear, and statesmanship (not least in
         our own lifetime) frequently founders on false analogies. But most sensible men, in all ages, have been closer to Acton’s view than Gardiner’s. History has always,
         and properly, been regarded as ‘the school of princes’. We should not hesitate – we should be eager – to make it the school
         of peoples.
      

      A third objection to this book is that, in its exclusive preoccupation with the English, or rather with the peoples who have
         occupied the land we call England, it presupposes that history is Anglocentric, and is therefore irrelevant in an age when
         the centres of world power have shifted elsewhere. Many modern historians, notably Professor Geoffrey Barraclough in his admirable
         book, History in a Changing World, have urged that we should abandon the habit of writing history based on the assumption that a particular race is the sole
         active agent. Such advice has been widely followed. One American scholar notes sadly the decline of English historical studies
         in the United States in a period when
      

      

         … the subject has to fight hard for a toe-hold in curricula in which students are invited to study such topics as the dynamics
            of Soviet power, underdevelopment among the African peoples, the renascence of Moslem culture, or parliamentary institutions
            in Asian countries, and when English history has been dropped altogether from the curriculum of most schools.
         

      



      Now I object strongly to this drift away from English history, which is part of a wider movement away from European and North
         Atlantic history. Virtually all the ideas, knowledge, techniques and institutions around which the world revolves came from
         the European theatre and its ocean offshoots; many of them came quite explicitly from England, which was the principal matrix
         of modern society. Moreover, the West is still the chief repository of free institutions; and these alone, in the long run,
         guarantee further progress in ideas and inventions. Powerful societies are rising elsewhere not by virtue of their rejection
         of western world habits but by their success in imitating them. What ideas has Soviet Russia produced? Or Communist China?
         Or post-war Japan? Where is the surge of discovery from the Arab world? Or liberated Africa? Or, for that matter, from Latin
         America, independent now for more than 150 years? It is a thin harvest indeed, distinguished chiefly by infinite variations
         on the ancient themes of violence, cruelty, suppression of freedom and the destruction of the individual spirit. The sober
         and unpopular truth is that whatever hope there is for mankind – at least for the foreseeable future – lies in the ingenuity
         and the civilised standards of the West, above all in those western elements permeated by English ideas and traditions. To
         deny this is to surrender to fashionable cant and humbug. When we are taught by the Russians and the Chinese how to improve the human condition, when the Japanese give us science, and the Africans a great literature, when the
         Arabs show us the road to prosperity and the Latin Americans to freedom, then will be the time to change the axis of our history.
      

      Meanwhile, the story of the English is an instructive one, for others as well as themselves. It has strong elements of continuity,
         so that one can detect attitudes and characteristics, shaped by geography, among the islanders long before they acquired their
         mature racial composition. It has the true and graceful symmetry of art: a backward island gently washed by the tides of Continental
         cultures; its separate development rudely forced out of true by colonisation; independence seized, repeatedly lost, at last
         firmly established within a complex racial mould; the intellectual divorce from the Continent; the expansion overseas; the
         crystallisation, within the island, of an entirely new material culture, which spreads over the earth; the moment of power
         and arrogance, dissolving into ruinous wars; the survival, and the quest for new roles. This is not the stuff from which gigantic
         and delusive theories of history can be built. There is nothing in it which is inevitable; but nothing purely accidental either.
         English history is the study of recurrent and changing themes, and the evolution of national paradoxes. It is a story well
         worth telling, and one which each generation of us will wish to tell afresh.
      

      This book is now being republished, under a different and, I think, more suitable title. I have taken the opportunity to make
         a few minor changes in the Prologue, and rather more substantial ones in the Epilogue, to bring it up to date. But the rest
         of the book remains exactly as it was written at the beginning of the 1970s.
      

      Iver, Buckinghamshire

      September 1984

   


      
PART ONE


      The Pelagian Island

[100 BC–AD 600]




      
      


      
      IN the year AD 410 Britain ceased to be a Roman colony and became an independent state. The inhabitants of the offshore island – or rather
         the settled lowland parts of it which we now call England – shook off the shackles of a vast European system, which tied it
         politically, economically and militarily to the Continental land-mass, and took charge of their own destinies. This event
         is usually presented in English history as a catastrophe, in which the protective umbrella of Rome was removed, and the defenceless
         inhabitants of the island exposed to the fury of the barbarians: civilisation in Britain was extinguished for centuries and
         the island vanished into the long night of the Dark Ages.
      

      
      But the truth is more complex, more interesting and, in the light of the island’s later history, more significant. The difficulty
         is that we have only scraps of information from which to compile an account of what happened; and any such account must be
         based to a large extent on interpretation, and even guesswork. But it is worth our while to make a reconstruction, because
         it can tell us something important about the history of the offshore islanders, and show how geography, as well as racial
         composition, shapes English history.
      

      
      During the last decades of the fourth century, the British provinces of the Roman Empire had been progressively denuded of
         regular imperial troops. Already the authority of Rome did not run beyond York in the north, and Chester and Gloucester in
         the west; and even this authority was maintained rather by imperial expeditions, sent from the Continent under specially assigned
         generals, than by a standing garrison. By the turn of the century, the Roman military organisation in Britain had virtually
         ceased to exist, though a few units remained, and the civil administration was still carrying out its functions. But about
         this time we begin to detect faint traces of the emergence of British public opinion. Until now the Britons had played no
         perceptible role in imperial politics. Since the revolt of Boudicca, nearly three and a half centuries before, they had appeared
         to be model, or at least docile, colonial subjects. But the decline in Roman authority – the growing evidence that the Empire
         was incapable of discharging its military responsibilities – produced two distinct currents of political thought among the
         native inhabitants of the colony. On the one hand there were those who believed that Rome was still capable of re-establishing
         its powers; that only Rome was able to maintain internal order and external security; that without Rome civilisation would disappear,
         and the lives and property of all be at risk, and that therefore the only hope for the islanders was to re-forge and strengthen
         the imperial links, and place their trust wholly in the resources of civilised Europe. Untethered from the Continent, Britain
         would drift into anarchy, and life would become brutal, nasty and short.
      

      
      On the other hand there was the independence party, the nationalists. They could argue that the forces which were tearing
         the empire apart were irreversible: that it was foolish and dangerous to place any confidence in a revival of Roman military
         power; that in any event Britain had a low place in Rome’s scheme of priorities, and that her interests would be sacrificed
         without compunction to the needs of the imperial heartland. In recent years such Roman military bosses as had set up station
         in Britain had been more anxious to carve out sub-empires for themselves on the Continent than to protect British lives and
         property. They had become tyrannical adventurers, and had taken the precious regular units in Britain across the Channel on
         personal expeditions, leaving the Britons unprotected. Consider the events of four years before, in 406. The remnants of the
         Roman force in Britain, under pressure from local public opinion, had chosen a native, Gratian, as their local emperor. The
         act was plainly illegal. The historian Orosius called him municeps tyrannus; he presumably came from London, where he held office in the local administration; and his appointment was an unwarranted
         act on the part of the army and the British civic communities. It made sense, however, from the point of view of British interests,
         if Gratian could keep the forces together, and use them solely to defend the island from external attack. But this they declined
         to accept. When, four months after his appointment, Gratian made it plain they had to stay in Britain, they murdered him;
         instead, they gave the command to a new and foreign usurper, who called himself Constantine III; and he took all the regular units across the Channel to create a Gallic empire. In 410 these events were remembered with
         bitterness by the Britons. They provided arguments for the independence party which were difficult to refute. What use was
         Rome to Britain? Britain had been for centuries exploited as an economic colony. She had been accorded only the barest measure
         of local self-government. If Roman authority was fully re-established, the process of exploitation would merely be resumed.
         But in the meantime Rome was impotent, and the time had come to assert British independence.
      

      
      These practical arguments on both sides were overshadowed by an intellectual debate which was both religious and political.
         For a century, since the conversion of the Emperor Constantine, the official religion of the Empire had been Christianity. Though the administrative
         centre of the Empire had been transferred to Byzantium, the state religion was still centrally conducted from Rome. Already
         indeed its chain of command, and its contacts with outlying regions such as Britain, were maintained in a more regular fashion
         than the political and military functions of the Empire. Christianity still had a working international infrastructure. This
         religion, by its very nature, was centralised, universalist, authoritarian and anti-regional. It was run by a disciplined
         priestly caste, commanded by bishops based on the imperial urban centres, under the ultimate authority of the Bishop of Rome
         himself, the spiritual voice of the western Empire. Its doctrines were absolutist, preaching unthinking submission to divine
         authority: the Emperor and his high priest, the Bishop of Rome, in this world, and a unitary god, who appointed the Emperor,
         in the next. Man was born in sin, and must accept tribulation as inevitable; he could indeed be redeemed, but only by an authority
         external to him – God in the next world, the Emperor in this. Salvation, now and for ever, lay solely with the Christian Empire.
         These attitudes and doctrines underlay the political posture of the pro-imperial party in Britain.
      

      
      They had, however, come under increasing challenge from a theologian who took an altogether less pessimistic view of the human
         condition, and of the divine dispensation for man. Significantly, this theologian was British. Pelagius was born in Britain,
         of native stock, about AD 350, and was about thirty when he first travelled to Rome. He had had a good education, in the legal traditions of the Empire,
         but his outlook had been shaped by the local environment – physical, political and economic – of a distant province, which
         had never been more than semi-Romanised, and which was a very peripheral factor in imperial policy. Pelagius attacked the
         prevailing orthodoxy of Roman Christianity. When Adam sinned, he argued, he injured himself only: it was nonsense to pretend
         his fault was transmitted to every human being, to be effaced only by divine grace; a child was baptised to be united with
         Christ, not to be purged of original sin. Man was a rational, perfectible creature: he could live without sin if he chose;
         grace was desirable, but not essential. Man was a free being, with the power to choose between good and evil. He could become
         the master of his destiny: the most important thing about him was his freedom of will. If he fell, that was his own fault;
         but by his actions he could rise too.
      

      
      Pelagianism was the spiritual formula for nationalism, for the independence movements breaking out from a crumbling empire.
         In the year 410 Pelagius was still in Rome, leaving it just before the city was sacked by the Goths. His work was by no means complete, and had not yet been anathematised by a Church which saw it as
         a threat to its universalist authority. But his views were already widely known and arousing fierce controversy. They were
         hotly repudiated by the orthodox political and religious element who saw the re-establishment of the Empire, in all its plenitude,
         as the only hope of salvation from the barbarian. But they were eagerly accepted by those who thought that the Empire was
         already dead, and that individual communities must look to their own defences. Man could save himself by his exertions, and
         others by his example: in this world as well as in the next. The Empire could not, by a miraculous infusion of grace, turn
         back the savages from the gates: only organised local resistance could do that. Possibly even the barbarians themselves could
         be brought within the pale of civilisation, and unite with local citizens in building viable societies to their mutual profit.
         Pelagius had pointed out that free will existed even among the barbarians; they too were perfectible, could choose freedom
         and profit from it.
      

      
      These arguments had a particular appeal in Britain, which had always felt itself a neglected, despised and expendable outpost
         of the Continental imperial system. There is no evidence Pelagius ever returned to Britain. But he was not the only British
         member of his school; one of the most energetic and vehement of his companions was also a Briton, and there may have been
         others. At any rate his beliefs were widely held in Britain by 410: there was a strong Pelagian party among the British propertied
         class. There, orthodox Christianity was no more than a powerful, officially endorsed sect; perhaps not even the predominant
         one. Not all the leading Britons were convinced that Christianity was the only religion. In the late fourth century there
         had been a pagan revival in Britain, which has left traces in the splendid shrine of Nodens, in the west country, built possibly
         as late as AD 400. Among the British Pelagians, at least, there was an ambivalent attitude to other religions, a refusal to recognise Christianity
         as the exclusive route to salvation, a willingness to do business with the unconverted. This could be expressed in political
         and military, as well as religious, terms. Tolerance may have been dictated by common sense. Nearly 150 years later, the monk
         Gildas, writing from the standpoint of orthodox Christianity, blames the destruction of an independent Britain by barbarous
         invaders on the moral failings of the British, their lack of resolution in their faith. Echoing him, Bede says that the British
         were submerged because they made no attempt to convert the heathen to Christianity. But Gildas’s account is avowedly didactic,
         not historical; he was a partisan, among other things an anti-Pelagian. His reconstruction of events after 410 distorts what actually happened, for he made himself the mouthpiece of the pro-imperial party. To negotiate
         with the barbarians, on the basis of a mutual tolerance of race and religion, was an obvious course for the British nationalists,
         who were also Pelagians. Saxons had been established, as military settlers federated to the provincial authorities, on parts
         of the East Coast for many decades. They were part of Britain’s defensive system, such as it was. It was sensible to encourage
         others, of Jutish and Frisian and Frankish origin, moving across the narrow seas, to settle themselves in Kent in organised,
         law-abiding communities, working in co-operation with the British authorities for the defence of all the island’s peoples.
         These settlers had been touched by civilisation; they were not outer barbarians but military tribes who could be used against
         them. The story of the British Vortigern, or High King, and Hengist and Horsa, reflects an arrangement which made good political
         and military sense at the time. It ended in tragedy, according to the subsequent gloss of both British and English Dark Age
         historians. But it may, in fact, have successfully ensured a limited period of peace in which newly independent Britain could
         organise itself. And the collapse of the British State, which endured in some form for nearly 150 years, seems to have been
         brought about by civil war rather than external attack; moreover, our only account of what happened comes from Gildas, who
         was a leading member of one of the British factions.
      

      
      At any rate, in 410 the Pelagian nationalist party in Britain took control, though its authority, and policy, were qualified.
         We know roughly what happened from the historian Zosimus. He says that in 410 an enormous army of barbarians crossed the Rhine,
         without effective resistance from the imperial authorities. The British revolted from Roman rule, and established a national
         state. They took up arms, freed their cities from the barbarian invaders, expelled the remaining members of the imperial administration
         and set up their own system of government.
      

      
      This was, in one sense, an anti-colonial revolution, the execution of the political programme of the Pelagian party. But it
         was significantly more than this. The pro-imperial, or pro-European party, was sufficiently influential to impose its own
         limitations on this course of action. Possibly it was felt that Roman power might eventually re-establish itself, and steps
         must therefore be taken to cover such an arbitrary act with some show of constitutional legality. There may have been a compromise
         between the two parties. Under Roman imperial law, the British were permitted one form of organised political activity. The
         settled part of the country – which is all that concerns us here – was divided into regions, originally on a tribal basis, administered from city-capitals. They were, in effect, cantons, with elected
         magistrates, who lived mostly on their country estates, but who spent some months of each year in the cantonal cities on legal
         and financial business. Periodically the senior magistrates were allowed to attend councils of the whole province, to organise
         the administration of the State religion; originally they had elected the imperial high priests at such assemblies. Hence
         the only form of representative national government took place in a religious context; and this is one reason why the Pelagian
         issue was of such importance to the events of 410. In that year members of the council met in emergency session, to coordinate
         resistance to the invasion and determine political policy. As we have seen, they opted for independence, and took vigorous
         measures to secure it. Roman Britain was in many respects a multi-racial society. Though predominantly Celtic, many Britons
         were descended from settlers and soldiers from a great variety of races, chiefly German. The magistrates, assembled in London,
         the administrative and commercial centre, spoke Latin, the language of government, in a pure and uncorrupted form, which was
         already foreign to Rome itself. Their native tongue was a mixture of Celtic dialects. Some of those present, representing
         the eastern settlers, may have spoken only Germanic dialects, with a smattering of Latin. It must have been a heterogeneous
         collection of notables united only by their common predicament.
      

      
      Nevertheless, what they did was a unique act of statesmanship. Having seized power for themselves, they wrote to the Emperor
         Honorius asking formal and legal authority for what they had done. They had got independence de facto; they now wanted it de jure, a written acknowledgment from the imperial power that Britain had been decolonised with the permission of the authorities.
         More specifically, they wanted exemption from the famous lex Julia de vi publica, the bedrock statute of the Roman Empire, which forbade civilians to bear arms except when hunting or travelling. In due
         course they got it. Honorius sent his rescript, or reply, accepting the fait accompli, and instructing the civitates of Britain to look to their own defences. Thus the ancient world ended, and the independent history of Britain was resumed,
         in a thoroughly legal and constitutional manner. There was no provision in Roman law for a territory to leave the Empire.
         But by an ingenious use of the lex Julia, the British got round the difficulty, and severed their links with the Continent by a process of negotiation which legitimatised
         their use of force. It was a unique event in the history of the Roman Empire; it was based on no precedent, and had no parallels
         elsewhere. For the first time a colony had regained its independence by law; and it was to remain the last occasion until, in the twentieth century, the offshore islanders began the constitutional
         dismantlement of their own empire.
      

      
      What in fact the British were doing was resuming their pattern of insular development, dictated by climate, ecology and geography.
         The lowland parts of Britain are unique in our hemisphere. The climate is temperate, there is just enough sun, and just enough
         rainfall, to permit settled cultivation; too few mountainous areas to impede it. The soil is fertile; rivers are conveniently
         small and abundant, communication is possible. The terrible excesses of nature are absent: floods, droughts and tempests operate
         within a tolerable range of magnitude. It is possible to create a prosperous and self-generating economy here, as it is not
         in Scotland, Ireland or Wales; the Channel is wide enough to permit a degree of social independence, but narrow enough to
         serve as an access to Continental cultures. In prehistory lowland Britain was always a receptacle of population movements
         from the east and south, settling in numbers limited by the hazards of the Channel crossing, cutting their social, but not
         cultural, bonds with the Continent. In the highland areas it was far more difficult for settled, farming societies to establish
         themselves. But in lowland Britain there is a continuous process of cultural and economic progress, with marked characteristics
         not to be found on mainland Europe. In Palaeolithic and Mesolithic times there were perhaps no more than 3,000 people in this
         area, living exclusively by hunting. In the Neolithic age, from 3,000 BC, a form of primitive farming began to emerge: scrub and woodland was cleared and burnt, a corn crop sown and harvested, then
         the process repeated elsewhere; small herds of cattle and sheep were kept. Even so, the population rose very slowly: it was
         perhaps only 20,000 at the beginning of the Bronze Age. Seen in the long perspective of history, Britain was a very late developer.
         When the Greek colonists began to build their great city of Syracuse in Sicily, Britain was still wholly locked in the restrictive
         culture of the late Bronze Age, with a population of less than 100,000. The use of iron was unknown here when Solon ruled
         Athens, when Croesus was King of Lydia, when Cyrus took Babylon. The iron culture reached Britain only at the end of the sixth
         century BC, and it spread far more slowly than on Continental Europe. The British do not seem to have constituted an innovatory society
         in any way. But some of their creations were remarkable. Stonehenge was a kind of state cathedral, of great size and complexity,
         altered and re-built several times during the period 1900–1400 BC; the rings of Avebury were still larger. The British hill-forts, too, were larger and more numerous than anything produced by similar cultures
         on the Continent. Nevertheless, Britain remained in every respect a cultural and economic backwater until the last wave of
         settlers, the Belgic peoples of northern Gaul, reached the island just before the beginning of the first century BC.
      

      
      The Belgae were Celts, but they incorporated certain characteristics of the German forest-dwellers, and they had also been
         touched by the outermost ripples of advancing Roman civilisation. Settling in Kent, Sussex, Hampshire, Essex and the Thames
         Valley, they introduced agricultural methods which allowed, for the first time, the systematic cultivation of the heavy and
         productive lowland soils. They probably did not possess ploughs armed with a coulter, capable of turning the sod. But they
         used iron in much greater quantity than any previous society in Britain: they had many more ploughs, and other implements,
         and above all thousands of axes. They cleared the forests on a considerable scale, and settled in the valleys on sites which
         have been occupied ever since. For the first time the topographical axis of agriculture, and thus of society, began to shift
         from the uplands to the lowlands, and the new areas thus brought under cultivation made possible an increasingly rapid growth
         of population. The business of clearing the forest was to last for 1,000 years, and was the first decisive economic event
         in the history of the offshore island.

 Hence, in the first century BC, lowland Britain was a territory in the course of rapid economic, social and indeed political development. In the terms of
         the Ancient World, it had reached what can be called a take-off stage in its history. Between the beginning of this century
         and about 50 BC, the population probably doubled, from a quarter to half a million. Much larger tribal units, and later tribal
         confederations, began to emerge. Their kings were identifiable personages, exercising authority over large areas. They traded
         extensively, replacing the iron bars originally used for exchange by regular coins, first brought from Gaul, later minted
         locally. Here was a living, expanding, progressive society, whose members were conscious of radical, even revolutionary, changes
         taking place in their own lifetimes. But it was at precisely this moment that Britain came in contact with Rome. This has
         produced a fundamental distortion of history: not only is British development henceforth seen entirely in terms of the growth
         and decline of the Roman Empire, but it is seen exclusively through Roman eyes. Britain was incorporated into Continental
         Europe, and its history became a mere peripheral function of the history of a great land-civilisation.
      

      
      To get a truer perspective, we must switch the angle of vision from the Roman to the British and try to examine events as they would have been seen through intelligent British eyes. They are
         the eyes of a precolonial, a colonial, and a post-colonial people. During the period of Caesar’s conquest of Gaul, the British
         kings and their advisers watched with growing anxiety the rapid approach of a great Continental military power. For the first
         time a political society existed in Britain capable of opposing a cross-Channel invasion, and therefore able to formulate
         a conscious policy towards the Continent. But it was also aware of the definite material advantages of Roman civilisation,
         and realised that its growing prosperity depended in great part on cross-Channel trade and contacts. How could it get the
         best of both worlds – that is, exploit the opportunities offered by an expanding European culture and market, without risking
         incorporation, and thus exploitation, in the political and military system of the land-mass? This is the fatal question which
         has always confronted the inhabitants of lowland Britain. It has never received a final answer, and perhaps no final answer
         is possible.
      

      
      At the time, the British reacted in a manner characteristic of precolonial peoples. They prevaricated; they were indecisive;
         they were ambivalent. They gave some assistance to the Gallic tribes which were fighting Caesar: not enough to stem his advance,
         but enough to give him a pretext to invade. They were willing to make treaties, but not to keep them if they involved real
         sacrifices of economic and political sovereignty. They were always anxious to play for time, hoping, no doubt, for some deus ex machina in the shape of a change of policy in Rome. But they were also divided. Some British chieftains were active supporters of
         Caesar. One or two even worked with his invading forces. At every British court there was a pro- and an anti-Roman faction.
         In some cases the pro-Roman faction triumphed: the Trinovantes of Essex, for instance, feared the aggressive expansion of
         the tribal confederation north of the Thames, and adopted a pro-Roman posture: their alliance with Caesar made possible the
         limited success of his second invasion. And at other tribal courts, if the anti-Roman faction triumphed, ousted politicians
         often sought refuge with the Roman Authorities.

On the whole, Caesar’s two invasions must have persuaded a majority of the
         British political élite that, by one means or another, Rome could be held at bay. Caesar, in his commentaries, puts the best possible gloss on his
         expeditions; but both came near to disaster, and were marked by recklessness, lack of preparation and a confusion in Caesar’s
         own mind as to what his objectives really were. They did not impress the British, nor, in the end, did they impress Rome.
         After the first one, the Senate, relying on Caesar’s dispatches, accorded him an unprecedented triumph. But the second, much more costly, was accompanied by many independent observers, who wrote letters
         home; and this time Caesar’s withdrawal was greeted by a resounding silence in Rome. Moreover, his ineffective manoeuvrings
         across the Channel clearly helped to inspire revolt on the mainland. The British could reasonably assume that the Romans would
         not return, and for the next hundred years it looked as if they were right.

During this period, the evidence reveals an unprecedented
         growth of prosperity in Britain. The British were indeed getting the best of both worlds. They imported huge quantities of
         pottery from the Continent, but also began to make their own sophisticated models. They exported a wide range of products,
         and developed their own mines. They had their own coinage, and not just in the areas of Belgic settlements. Strabo, the Roman
         court geographer, claimed that Britain’s rulers had made ‘the whole island almost a Roman colony’; but the stress should be
         placed on the ‘almost’. The British were deriving all the benefits of economic contacts with a great Continental market, with
         none of the disadvantages of economic and political subjection. Living standards were rising fast, probably much faster than
         on the Continent. Equally important, Britain was making rapid progress towards political unity. By the time of the Claudian
         invasion in AD 43, a single paramount power was emerging in the south-east. Given a few more decades, it is possible that the whole of lowland
         Britain would have been absorbed into a single military state, making an invasion and occupation of the island beyond Rome’s
         resources. If so, the history of north-west Europe for a thousand years would have been radically different, for a unitary
         kingdom in lowland Britain has always constituted a formidable power.

Fear of an emergent British kingdom was undoubtedly
         one factor in persuading the Romans to annex Britain, though another was clearly the growing prosperity of the British lowlands.
         There was always a fierce argument in Rome as to whether the Empire should expand or not. The prospect of acquiring wealth
         from new territories had to be balanced against the enormous cost of fixed garrisons, and especially the legions, each of
         which, in terms of finance and skilled manpower, was the equivalent of a nuclear aircraft-carrier today. Rome lacked a modern
         economy. It had no developing technology and no industrial base, because it did not know how to create demands for new goods
         and services, or even how to create mass-markets for what it already produced. It could not, or at any rate did not, raise
         the purchasing power of the overwhelming majority of its subjects. It simply spread a thin and static level of economic culture
         wherever it went, exporting craftsmen and techniques rather than goods, and failing wholly to develop the specialisations which are the key to self-sustaining economic growth. The Empire had to expand to survive at all; once it
         ceased to expand, its currency collapsed in inflation, and there was no way to pay for the armies to defend the imperial frontiers.* These problems, though not understood, were already making themselves felt at the time of the Claudian conquest. Britain
         had been left alone because Caesar’s experiences had given the island the reputation of being difficult to deal with, and
         not worth the trouble. But evidence of rising prosperity and developing unity in Britain tipped the balance of argument at
         the Roman court in favour of conquest. But it was a near thing: a few decades later Rome might have decided otherwise.
      

      
      For the mass of the British, the Roman occupation was a disaster. It is true that some tribes welcomed the Romans, or at any
         rate found it prudent to sign treaties with them rather than fight. Caratacus, a man of great resources and pertinacity, was
         never able to create anything approaching a national confederation against the invader. Many chieftains found it worth their
         while to accept the role, titles and dignities of puppet sovereigns. Some allowed their followers to be disarmed. The propertied
         class found access to the Rome credit market a new adventure, and quickly borrowed huge sums which they used to buy the new
         range of sophisticated trinkets touted in the wake of the legions. But the experience of the first generation of colonial
         rule was decisive in turning the British against their conquerors. What is significant about Boudicca’s rebellion was that
         it was a mass-uprising among both a tribe which had been conquered by Rome and one which had freely submitted. Evidently all
         sections of opinion in Britain came to resent the occupation, which was marked by blatant racism and the systematic exploitation
         of all classes. The rising was savage enough to bring about a change in Roman policy: even the Romans came to recognise that
         they must govern with some element of consent. All the same, the rapid rise in living standards, which had been such a striking
         feature of the last pre-colonial century, was halted and then reversed. The mineral wealth of the country passed wholly into
         Roman hands, exploited directly by the imperial government, or under licence by Roman firms. Tin-mining was halted so as not
         to interfere with the tin-profits of imperial Spain. Many forms of economic activity were banned. Huge tracts of the best land became imperial estates,
         worked by slave-colonies. A small British propertied class was allowed to survive, to ape Roman customs and even to discharge
         minor functions; but it did not get citizenship as of right for 150 years, and by then the privilege had lost much of its
         value. Most of the British were pushed down the scale, both socially and economically; they received nothing from Rome, though
         some of them picked up a smattering of its language. It is an astonishing thing that, in 350 years of Roman occupation, only
         a tiny handful of British-born subjects achieved even the most junior prominence in the Empire. And we cannot be sure that
         these, whose names we know, were British by race.
      

      
      The predicament of the British was not improved by the uncertainties and abrupt reversals of Roman policy. Indeed the British
         must have been puzzled and angered by the evident inability of the Romans to decide what they wanted to do with the island.
         The Roman occupation always had an air of improvisation. It was a badly planned experiment, which successive generations of
         Roman statesmen tinkered with, and then abandoned without finishing. At one time or another, most of the best brains in Rome
         took a hand in British affairs: Caesar, Claudius, Vespasian, Hadrian, Septimus Severus, Constantine. But to all of them it
         was a marginal problem: it never focused itself at the centre of Rome’s preoccupations. Rome treated Britain as, later, the
         English were to treat Ireland: as a tiresome and unresolved problem, to be dealt with only when it reached crisis-point, and
         then to be forgotten. Only Agricola, who devoted a large part of his life to Britain, seems to have had a deliberate and consistent
         policy: he wanted to conquer the whole of the British Isles, but was recalled when his projects were seen to be ruinously
         expensive.
      

      
      It was money which damned the Roman experiment in Britain. It was impossible to create a profit-making colony which was also
         defensible. If vigorous measures were taken to guarantee the security of the lowland zone, the colony immediately went into
         deficit. The Romans originally intended to hold the Trent–Severn line, which incorporated all the more profitable agricultural
         areas. Then they discovered that this excluded most of the mineral wealth. For the next 20 years they pushed into the north
         and west, to find that this raised still more difficult frontier problems. Where was the frontier to lie? The Romans never
         found an answer. For 300 years over 10 per cent of all the Empire’s land-forces were held down in Britain, perhaps the least
         significant of the colonies. This enormous expenditure could not be justified in economic terms. But how could it be reduced
         without imperilling the colony? Hadrian thought he could solve the dilemma by building fixed defences from Tyne to Solway, and thus economise on manpower.
         His wall involved shifting 2 million cubic yards of soil and subsoil, and absorbed over a million man-days: it was the greatest
         single artifact in the history of the Empire, and probably the most costly. But in the end it did not even save manpower.
         Moreover, the Romans could never decide whether it was in the right place. A generation later they built another wall on the
         Clyde–Forth line, and then abandoned it. Some of these northern fortifications absorbed a significant proportion of the entire
         resources of the Empire. The legionary fortress at Inchtuthil in north-east Scotland required seven miles of timber walls.
         When it was evacuated, unfinished, 11 tons of unused iron nails were buried there. All these materials had to be brought hundreds
         of miles up north. The Romans were constantly building bases in Britain which were soon abandoned, often before they were
         finished. (This was also a striking feature of the late British Empire.)

In theory at least, Britain was supposed to pay for
         this huge military expenditure, and to support an army and administrative establishment which was up to 5 per cent of the
         total population.* But this cannot have been possible, even allowing for the fact that taxation kept British living standards at a permanently
         depressed level. The Romans lacked the technology to exploit Britain’s mineral resources effectively. Lead was mined in considerable
         quantities for cupellation into silver, but it was of notoriously poor quality. Mining for tin, Britain’s leading export in
         pre-Roman times, was held down until the Spanish mines ran out in the late Empire. Some corn was exported, under compulsion.
         But most British exports were luxuries: fine-quality woollen goods, two items of which figure on Diocletian’s price-control
         list, semiprecious stones, and hunting dogs – Irish wolfhounds, bulldogs, spaniels and greyhounds. If we add all these together,
         they could not balance the flood of pottery, metalwork, manufactured goods, wines and luxury foods which poured in from the
         Continent to satisfy the needs of the Roman establishment and the British upper class. Roman Britain must have had an adverse
         balance of trade with the rest of the Empire throughout most of its existence, and trade was balanced by the one great ‘invisible’,
         the spending-power of the occupying army.
      

      
      With such a distorted economy, it is not surprising that the effort to Romanise Britain failed. The British, indeed, rejected Roman civilisation because they rejected its instrument: the city.
         To the Romans, the city was not just the centre of government and the economy but a living theatre in which all the rites
         of civilisation were enacted; planted in the wake of the legions, it underpinned their rule and acted as the conduit of their
         civilising mission. Through the cities they built, all Italy, Spain and France were Romanised, with a thoroughness which enabled
         the Romanic element to survive through centuries of political and economic confusion, and vast movements of population, as
         the dominant cultural pattern. But the Roman city was an expensive luxury: it was essentially parasitic. It was not so much
         an administrative and service centre for the rural economy as an artificial and exotic creation, an end in itself, which the
         rural economy had to support. It provided a range of amenities out of all proportion to its size: a city hall big enough to
         hold all free men and women for the transaction of public business; theatres and arenas where all could be entertained; baths
         which the entire public could use daily; temples for universal congregations. These cities were immensely costly to build,
         and they needed a fortune to maintain.
      

      
      The British economy could not support such a system, any more than it could support the occupying forces. Though the area
         of cultivation was being extended by the introduction of heavy ploughs and drainage, it is by no means sure that agricultural
         productivity was rising; it may even have fallen in Roman times. Roman farming technology under the Empire was stagnant, in
         some respects decadent. Roman estates in Britain may well have been less efficient than the small farms and holdings which
         they often displaced. The economic basis for a flourishing urban civilisation did not exist in the British colony. In any
         case the British did not want it. The building of Colchester was one of the main factors in producing the mass-revolt which
         Boudicca led, and the principal animus of the insurgents was directed against civic buildings there, and in London. Only the
         most vigorous pressure from the authorities got cities built at all. Thirty years after the first landing, Agricola was dismayed
         by the slow progress and launched a massive programme of construction. Half a century later Hadrian found it necessary to
         do the same. Cities were indeed built, but they did not flourish. Silchester, the only one to have been fully excavated, had
         some of the apparatus of Roman civilisation in the third and fourth centuries: administrative buildings, a market place, four
         pagan temples, a Christian church, baths, an imperial post office, an amphitheatre. But it was small: there were only about
         25 large houses, for tribal magnates; 25 smaller ones for administrators and merchants; the rest of the inhabitants, about 2,500, lived without dignity. The conventional picture of gracious living in the Roman city does not apply to Britain.*

Only in Bath were the highest levels of Roman sophistication reached. But Bath was little more than a resort, a rest and
         recreation centre for soldiers and expatriates. The wealthiest Britons no doubt patronised it, but it must have seemed to
         most of the natives, if they ever heard of it, as incongruous as the Indian hill-stations of the British Raj, or the leave-centres
         which the American forces have built in Asia. Some of the Roman–British cities were never finished. Only Lincoln had a sewerage
         system built to Roman standards. Leicester never got a regular water-supply. It is significant that very few Roman civilians
         could be tempted to settle in Britain; if anything, cultured Britons emigrated south. It was fashionable for Romans to sneer
         at the British for their savage ways; the Romans maintained they still wore woad, though they had long ceased to do so even
         in Caesar’s day. These feelings were doubtless reciprocated. The British may have come to welcome the security Rome provided,
         but as a race they never accepted its civilisation. Most of them never learnt to speak Latin, except a few phrases for functional
         purposes; the wealthy few who did so spoke it as a cultural supplement to their natural tongue, as the Tsarist aristocracy
         spoke French. When pressure from the authorities relaxed, the city-sites in Britain tended to degenerate into purely economic
         instruments. In the late Empire, Roman civilisation in Britain withered, and the cities acquired a pragmatic British flavour.
         There is ample evidence not so much of a discontinuity in city life but of a change in its function, from an artificial cultural
         creation to a viable, albeit austere, trading centre. City mansions were taken over by craftsmen; at St Albans the amphitheatre
         was turned into a market-place. City populations may even have increased, but the cities tended to serve the countryside,
         not vice versa.

The only Roman institution the British welcomed was the country villa, though they invested it with characteristics
         of their own. The Roman upper class, and its Continental imitators, saw the villa as a place for rest from the cultural ardours
         of city life, especially in the summer. The British upper class reversed the system. They spent most of the year on their
         estates, living in villas which were working manor houses.† They went to the cities only for essential business; many of them did not even possess town houses. They formed a rural gentry,
         and it is not absurd to project backwards into their attitudes a love of country life, especially hunting, an intimate connection
         with their tenant-farmers, a close attention to estate management, and a condescending view of the city – all of which became
         salient characteristics of the more affluent offshore islanders in later ages. They took little interest in the Empire. They
         did not seek, at any rate they failed to obtain high positions in the imperial service. They were an upper class, but in no
         sense a ruling class. The later Empire was a centralised tyranny. Under the pressure of uncontrolled inflation it had changed
         from a constitutional republic into an oriental despotism, with the state directly controlling vast sectors of the economy.
         In such a desperate and unstable structure there was no place for colonial self-government. In their last decades as a colonial
         people, the British lived under military rule, such as it was. When the soldiers left, and they themselves expelled the administrators,
         there was no one trained to work the machinery of government. The British were a colonial people, abruptly deprived of the
         protection, the guidance, the political skills and the markets of an Empire; and they were surrounded by enemies.
      

      
      Yet an independent British society survived in the lowlands, or large parts of them, for a century and a half – a history
         longer than the Tudor dynasty, much longer than united Italy or Germany, almost as long as the United States. This phase in
         British history goes almost unregarded, because it is virtually unrecorded, but it was a considerable achievement. The removal
         of the dead hand of the Roman Empire unleashed the dormant energies of the British people. The Empire had been economically
         stagnant by AD 250, 150 years before its military and political collapse: during this period it held itself together at the price of creating
         serfdom on the land, State capitalism in industry, and a theocratic totalitarianism in religion and politics. The removal
         of this festering incubus gave the British the chance to think and act for themselves; it is not surprising that they embraced
         the free-will doctrines of Pelagianism, their native brand of Christianity – which eventually, by a process of insular transmutation,
         became Anglicanism.
      

      
      The tragedy of the post-colonial British was that they failed to achieve, or at any rate to maintain, their unity. Disunity
         has always been fatal to the offshore islanders, or whatever race. The reason why they were divided was that one remaining
         link to the Continent held, at least for a time–Christianity, or rather the centralised Roman version of it. Roman Christianity
         did not exactly flourish in the ruins of the Empire, but it managed to hold most of its ground and even to devote a considerable
         portion of its energies to the extirpation of what it regarded as heresy. For some decades it kept watch on its outlying provinces. As we have seen, the British in 410 were divided into a nationalist–Pelagian party and an imperial–papal one; the
         nationalists won, but on the basis of a compromise which observed the legal niceties of a world system. But the anti-nationalist
         faction remained active. In the decades after 410, as we know from Gildas’s account, they twice appealed to the imperial authorities
         to restore the links with Rome. They got no response from the secular arm, but the Church rallied to the defence of its lost
         province. On at least two occasions before 450, clerico-military expeditions were sent from France under the leadership of
         fighting bishops, notably St Germanus of Auxerre. Germanus, who had been a senior military commander, led the British (we
         are told) to a victory over the heathen invaders, with ‘Alleluia’ as a war-cry. But his principal purpose in coming to Britain
         seems to have been to combat Pelagianism. Politics and religion were inseparable: he was in fact intervening in a civil war,
         on behalf of the Continental party.

This internal conflict seems to have continued throughout the history of the independent
         British state, and was indeed the chief cause of its extinction. Direct contact with Rome was lost some time after 455, but
         both orthodox Christianity and Pelagianism continued to fight for supremacy over the British people. The sources are fragmentary,
         contradictory, always suspect for one reason or another; some are lost entirely, though we can detect distant echoes of them
         in the works of twelfth-century writers such as William of Malmesbury and Geoffrey of Monmouth. Piecing together these scattered
         clues, it is possible to reconstruct a history of the period which makes sense. By the mid-fifth century, when the Saxon raids
         began to turn into a mass migration, lowland Britain had become a confederation of regional kingdoms, with a tendency to acknowledge
         a single powerful king as overlord (a practice later transmuted into the English institution of the paramount ruler, or bretwalda).
         This leader was called the Vortigern, and in the latter part of the century his name was Ambrosius Aurelianus. Ambrosius was
         probably an orthodox Christian, with marked Continental leanings, ‘the last of the Romans’ as he is called. One of his army
         commanders, from a West Country landed family, was called Artorius, or Arthur, a Roman name given as a token of the family’s
         imperial allegiance. Arthur was born about 475 and, shortly after the turn of the century, when Ambrosius died, succeeded
         him as the senior military commander. He fought the invaders as the general, and later as the overlord, of the British kings.
         Using disciplined units of armoured troops, he was highly successful: he won 12 engagements in various parts of lowland Britain,
         culminating in the battle, or siege, of Badon in 516, in which a Saxon army of about 900 men was annihilated. This victory was followed by a reverse migration of many of the Germanic settlers.

Some 20 years later, probably in 537, Arthur’s
         kingdom collapsed, and he himself was killed in the course of a civil war. This was the prelude to the final triumph of the
         Germanic settlers in lowland Britain. What was the civil war about? It certainly had a religious flavour. Significantly, Gildas,
         though he refers to these internal disputes, does not mention Arthur; and this looks like a deliberate omission, indeed a
         suppression. Gildas was not writing history, but a politico-religious diatribe, a work of propaganda and exhortation. His
         life and Arthur’s overlapped, for Gildas died about 570. According to his biographer, Gildas had a dispute with Arthur, whom
         he hated. Gildas was, of course, a vigorous exponent of main-line Christianity, as he conceived it (for contact with Rome
         had been lost). It seems probable that Arthur, in the course of his career as the paramount British leader, had become a convert
         to the insular nationalism of which the Pelagian doctrines formed the theoretical basis. The fact that Arthur carried into
         battle the emblem of the Virgin Mary would have little weight with Gildas, to whom Arthur was not only a heretic but a renegade.
         It may be that Arthur’s wife, or queen, remained orthodox; there is a tradition that Arthur went to seek her at Glastonbury,
         where she found refuge, or possibly imprisonment with the monks. Perhaps he was killed there, or near by; he may even be buried
         there. But his career seems to suggest that the two factions in lowland Britain were still evenly balanced; too evenly balanced,
         indeed, for either to subdue the other, and together they brought the state to ruin.*

The Arthurian traditions survived and proliferated in the Celtic fringes of Britain. They were of no interest to the English,
         but they quickly captured the imagination of the Normans – who felt, indeed, some affinity with the Celts in their common
         hostility to the English. The Normans took the Arthurian legends to the Continent. Thanks to Geoffrey of Monmouth, a literary
         propagandist of genius, and by a delicious series of ironies, Arthur became England’s first great cultural export. Carried
         forward on a wave of anti-French sentiment, Arthur, as the King of Romance, displaced the far more solid and authenticated
         Charlemagne until the end of the Middle Ages. He and his knights made their Continental début on the north doorway of Modena
         Cathedral, certainly not later than 1120. He appeared in every kind of work of art in France, Germany, Ireland, Greece, Scandinavia and Switzerland, in Spain, Portugal, Cyprus and Sicily. The crusaders
         brought him to Beirut and western Asia. Every generation seemed to have something new to say about him. He provided the inspiration
         for Edward III’s charmed circle of the garter, a form of male fellowship widely imitated even by the English middle classes in the later
         Middle Ages, which evolved into the characteristic English institution of the club. His knights found a place in Dante, and
         he himself, superbly cast in bronze by Dürer, helps to guard the tomb of the Emperor Maximilian in Innsbruck. Arthur had proved
         even more vigorous in death than in life. The Roman Church strongly and repeatedly condemned Round Tables; perhaps it had
         a long memory; perhaps it instinctively knew that Arthur was a heretic. At any rate, it was to the Arthurian legends, and
         in particular to the belief that Arthur had ruled a British empire, casting off allegiance to Rome, that Henry VIII turned in search of historical ammunition to fire at the Pope.
      

      
      But Arthur’s real achievement was that he delayed, indeed for a time reversed, the progress of Germanic settlement. This had
         important consequences, for it prevented the British from being exterminated in, or wholly expelled from, the lowland area.
         It is true that British culture disappeared almost completely. As a colonial people they had rejected the civilisation of
         Rome, but in the centuries of subjection they had lost much of their indigenous culture, for their upper class had been unable
         to patronise it, and they had been forced to accept an alien religion; their post-colonial history had been too brief, and
         troubled, to permit the development, or re-emergence, of a powerful life-style of their own. The culture the Germanic settlers
         brought with them was rustic and humble but immensely pervasive. Hence the native population accepted the manners of its conquerors,
         their laws and customs, habits and predilections, political organisation and methods of warfare, religion, arts, crafts and
         attitudes, most of all their economic ways and structures. In Gaul names based on Gallo-Roman estates remain even today one
         of the commonest elements in the village names of France. In Britain, even in Kent where there were other elements of continuity,
         estate names and boundaries disappeared completely. There was in time a complete break with the agricultural past. The manors
         of late-Saxon England have no demonstrable connection with the Roman–British past. All the same, large numbers of the British
         survived, though generally at the lowest levels of society. They lived on in the uplands, forests and marshes. Their existence
         even leaves some faint tracings. In the Humber area and Wessex, for instance, some of their personal names are found. A score
         or more can be detected in Domesday Book seven centuries later. One Saxon royal house seems to have intermarried with them, on more than one occasion, an example
         which humbler Saxons would have followed. The laws of Ine and Alfred gave recognition to a distinctive ‘Welsh’ that is, British
         class in the social system: not only Welsh slaves but Welshmen holding up to five hides, with wergilds of 600 shillings, and
         three other categories of Welsh freemen. Most of the British became rural slaves, and lost all sense of cultural and racial
         identity. But they nevertheless contributed to the composition of the English people; they help to explain why the English
         became what they are; they served as a human bridge between the remote past and the future of England.
      

   


      
PART TWO


      Unity, Stability, Continuity

[600–1154]



      
      


      
      IN the autumn of the year 663 a remarkable group of men and women assembled at Whitby Abbey in Yorkshire to take a decision
         of momentous importance for the future of England. English society was still in its early stages of development; the only
         available and systematic machine through which literacy could be spread and civilisation advanced was the Church; it was the
         supreme instrument of de-tribalisation. But the question was: which Church? For there were, in effect, two. The Celtic Church
         of Scotland, Ireland and Wales had pursued a course of separate development since it had lost contact with Rome after 455.
         It observed a different date for Easter; it had its own form of tonsure, and many other practices. More important, it had
         a wholly different system of organisation, based on rural monasteries rather than urban bishoprics. Its outlook was ascetic,
         otherworldly, anti-hierarchical, contemptuous of the temporalities of religion. It preferred stone cabins to great basilicas,
         and self-denial to triumphant ritual. It was still permeated by the insularity of Pelagianism, and took its colouring from
         the lands and peoples which nourished it.

On the other hand there was the Church of Rome, representing the universalist order
         of the late Empire, its bishoprics based on the old city and provincial administration, radiating from the ultimate authority
         of the eternal city itself, its ceremonies and buildings and vestments echoing imperial grandeur, its hierarchy and discipline
         upholding the principles of a world theocracy, with power finally resting in the hands of one man, the vicar of the Christ-Emperor.
         The Roman Church still spoke for the Empire. Britain had cut itself off from the Empire 250 years before, but on the Continent
         the mainland rump had absorbed the Germanic invasions, and imposed its civilisation and languages upon the settlers it had
         received; only in the last decade or two had its soft underbelly, in the Mediterranean, been ripped asunder by the new Oriental
         power-religion of Mohammedanism. In Merovingian Gaul, the urban civilisation of Rome, dominated by romance-speaking peoples,
         was still the basis of society. It was not then unthinkable that the Christian Western Empire could be restored in all its
         plenitude, and Britain, its lost province, rejoined to it.

Lowland Britain, now settled by Angles, Saxons and Jutes, and increasingly
         called England by its inhabitants, thus became an ideological battlefield. If Celtic Christianity triumphed, the Channel must inevitably become a religious and cultural barrier, as it
         was already a political and military one. The whole of Britain would, in effect, cease to be part of Europe. On the other
         hand, if Roman Christianity became established there, the Celtic world could not survive alone, but would be increasingly
         pulled into the European pattern. The actual issue to be decided at Whitby was the date of Easter; but all else flowed from
         the verdict. Rome had put out a tentacle to England 70 years before: an expedition under Augustine to set up two Christian
         provinces, at London and York, on the old imperial model. It had met with moderate success and many setbacks; its headquarters
         had, in fact, been established at Canterbury, the only city-site in Britain where continuity had been maintained into the
         English age. The Roman attempt to convert Northumbria had ended in disaster; and Christianity had finally been established
         there from Iona, the headquarters of Celtic Christianity. In many parts of England, Celtic and Roman missionaries were now
         coming up against each other, as Englishmen and Frenchmen were to meet in the heart of Africa, in the last decades of the
         nineteenth century.

The situation was confused, and the forces at Whitby evenly balanced. The Abbess Hilda herself was a Celtic
         Christian; so were her cousin Oswui, the King, and Colman, the chief bishop of the area; indeed the last had been a disciple
         of the original Celtic missionary, St Aidan, and he acted as spokesman for the Celtic case. But the internationalist party
         was also strong. It included the deacon James, a direct link with the original Augustinian mission, Bishop Agilbert from Wessex,
         who was to end his life as Bishop of Paris, and the King’s own son and heir. Its spokesman was Wilfred, a young, ruthless
         and enthusiastic Romanist, who had spent five years in Italy and Gaul, and who was now in charge of a cadre of Romanists at
         Ripon. The King presided at the debate, and eventually gave his decision for Rome. The arguments have come down to us only
         through Romanist sources, and they are dressed up in the technical language of theological controversy. But what seems to
         have convinced the King was Wilfred’s passionate contention that England, an obscure and remote island, could not cut herself
         off from the very sources of European civilisation and progress; she would thereby condemn herself to stagnation and impotence.
         The King took what was, in essence, a secular decision: the links to the Continent must be maintained.

Yet the decision was
         a very English one: it was not clear cut, it was not carried through to its logical conclusions, it was heavily qualified,
         and left its interpretation and enforcement to be shaped by local conditions. It was a constructive compromise; some would say a muddle, but a muddle of the type the English are adept at contriving for
         their own purposes. Bishop Colman returned to Iona defeated. But Celtic Christianity remained in the north, and was quietly
         absorbed into a new English pattern. Colman’s abbey of Lindisfarne flourished. St Cuthbert, himself taught by one of Aidan’s
         original pupils, became the most influential figure in the English Church. The Roman pattern was formally adopted, eventually
         throughout England – and the Celtic Church in time conformed to it. Rome sent important international figures to England to
         reinforce what it thought a victory: Theodore from Tarsus, and Adrian from North Africa. But the Church which emerged was
         essentially sui generis, a Church of England which took from the Celtic world and from Rome certain elements which it blended into a national composition
         with a new flavour of its own. The plans of Rome for the structure of the English provinces were never carried out in full;
         a much more haphazard organisation grew up.

Wilfred’s attempt to recreate a Roman Christian State in England was thus thwarted.
         His contemporary, Cuthbert, was universally venerated; but Wilfred made himself thoroughly disliked, and was twice expelled
         from the Northumbrian court. He was too deeply imbued with the Continental tradition for the English taste. His emphasis on
         the temporalities was too marked. He became a notorious pluralist, amassed great wealth, was attended by a huge retinue, and
         sought to play a dominant role in secular as well as Church affairs. When defied, he introduced the dangerous practice of
         appealing to Rome: he was the first of the great clerical litigants, and his activities kept the English Church in forensic
         uproar for most of his life. True, his energy was enormous; he converted the heathen of the Frisian coast, Sussex and the
         Isle of Wight; he established Christianity on a permanent basis in Mercia; he used his money to build fine churches and introduce
         a splendid ceremonial. But his alien enthusiasms were distasteful to the English, clergy and laity alike; even the old Greek
         Archbishop Theodore realised that Wilfred’s extremism was unsuited to an English context. Despite his force and ability, Wilfred
         never became master of the English Church, and his influence was negligible. Thanks to the vigorous propaganda of his disciple
         and biographer, Eddius Stephanus, he was canonised; but, unlike Cuthbert, he never became an object of popular veneration.
         He remains an outstanding example of the minority tradition of Continentalism which flows through English history.

Seventy
         years, almost exactly, after the Synod of Whitby, the historian Bede sat down to write a long and thoughtful letter to his
         pupil Egbert, now Archbishop of York. In the interval, the constructive compromise of Whitby, blending Celtic and Roman elements into the main-stream of English development, had produced an extraordinary
         flowering of culture in north-east England; Bede, in his person and in his work, epitomised its achievement. He was a new
         phenomenon – a civilised Englishman – and he is worth examining at some length. He had the salient qualities of the new English
         Church: tolerance, moderation, exactitude in scholarship, a high regard for truth, an appropriate degree of unworldliness
         leavened by common sense. His life was fortunate. The rise of a strong Northumbrian Kingdom, coinciding with the settlement
         of the Church’s internal disputes, produced a rapid growth there of monasticism on the Roman model, existing side by side
         with older Celtic houses such as Lindisfarne. In 674 Benedict Biscop, Abbot of St Peter’s in Canterbury, founded a Roman monastery
         at Wear-mouth, and in the next decade a sister establishment at Jarrow. He brought the nucleus of a library from Rome, and
         his successor added to it; in Bede’s day it was one of the finest collections in north-west Europe. At its height, the twin
         foundation housed over 600 monks, many of them distinguished scholars, artists and craftsmen. Bede came there at the age of
         seven, an orphan of good family, and spent his entire life at Jarrow. It was a very insular existence; Bede left the monastery
         only twice, once to go to York and once to pay a fraternal visit to Lindisfarne, where his name was written in the Liber Vitae. But the culture of the house was cosmopolitan. Relations with Lindisfarne were friendly; Bede himself wrote a remarkable
         life of its honoured son, Cuthbert. There were frequent contacts with Gaul and Rome, and a constant stream of visitors. Bede
         was thus the beneficiary of both Latin and Celtic cultures, and he had by inheritance a third, English. He wrote a pure and
         simple Latin, understood Greek and even a little Hebrew. Through books he absorbed virtually all the knowledge then available
         in western Europe; and his own writings cover a vast field.

Most of Bede’s time was devoted to annotating the scriptures and
         translating sacred texts into English; but he also wrote biographies, history, hymns, epigrams, homilies, and grammatical
         and scientific treatises. Bede was fascinated by chronology, and wrote two surveys of the subject, the second and more important
         being his De Temporum Ratione, finished in 725. This adopted the method, first developed by Dionysius Exiguus in the sixth century, of calculating year
         dates from the Incarnation. The practice was virtually unknown in western Europe; it was first heard of in England when Wilfred
         explained it at Whitby. But not until Bede’s book was circulated did the English accept the new system. His manuscript was
         soon taken to the Continent, where it was copied and recopied in scores of religious houses; thus it was Bede who popularised the modern method of dating
         in the West. Indeed all his works travelled abroad: he was the first scholar from Britain since Pelagius to have an impact
         on the world outside.*

      
      Yet Bede’s real importance was in helping to create a specific English consciousness. There was in him a deep, if gentle and
         unassertive, strain of patriotism and racial pride; he venerated the royal house of Northumbria and its achievements; he loved
         the English people and their language; and he had an overwhelming affection for their Church, now a century old. All these
         found expression in his Ecclesiastical History of the English People, which he completed about 731 It is perhaps the most remarkable work of the entire Dark Ages; in some ways it is a finer
         piece of scientific history than anything produced in the Ancient World. Bede not only possessed the critical faculties of
         a professional historian, he took great pains to exercise them. He understood the nature of evidence, the evaluation of sources,
         and the crucial importance of original documents. He sent to Rome for copies of letters in the papal archives, and reproduced
         them. He searched the library for relevant material and used it in a selective and judicious spirit. He got information from
         all over England, and interviewed old men who had taken part in the events he described; he tapped local and family traditions.
         His account is thus lit by flashes of colour and detail which only eyewitnesses could have supplied. Bede had the true humility
         of the scholar whose only object is the truth. He submitted his drafts to his informants, such as King Ceolwulf, and incorporated
         their factual corrections. He makes it clear to the reader that there are important lacunae in his materials, and indicates plainly when his statements rest on dubious authority. Bede takes the reader into his confidence,
         and inspires confidence in return. Succeeding generations of Englishmen, especially after Alfred had the text translated into
         English, felt strongly that here was the authentic record of their past, a true and fair account of the events that had made England and the English what they were.*

      
      Moreover, Bede invests his narrative and analysis with his own peculiar virtues. The English, he felt, were capable of great
         endeavour, but also liable to folly. His history is the story of what had been, but also of what might be, if the English
         learned to conquer their weaknesses and develop their strengths. Bede was a good as well as a great man, and a recognisable
         human character. We are touched when, at the end of his masterpiece, he diffidently inserts some scanty facts about his own
         life, and lists the books he has written. He was capable of anger: when brazenly accused of heretical opinions in one of his
         chronological treatises, he refers to his critics, in a letter intended to be read by his archbishop, as ‘drunken rustics’.
         But he was essentially mild and unassuming. He held no high office, we may be sure, entirely by his own choice. He was kind
         and tolerant by nature; his instincts and training as a historian led him always to see both sides of the case. His beloved
         Northumbrians, he said, were wrong to attack the Irish: it was a deplorable act of aggression. His message was one of peace
         and compromise. Both the Celtic and the Roman Churches had merits. A great organisation like the Church must be wide enough
         to contain a Cuthbert as well as a Wilfred. Even a heretic was capable of virtue, and possessed rights. Though a monk himself,
         Bede was remarkably free from the aggressive self-esteem of his order: he not only recognised but advanced the proper claims
         of the secular clergy and the hierarchy. Strong opinions must be reconciled; argument must replace force, and itself be resolved
         by compromise. Only thus would civilisation be advanced. We can well believe Bede was loved by those who knew him. The famous
         account, by his pupil Cuthbert, of his last hours propped up in bed, dictating the final lines of his translation of St John’s
         Gospel, may be an edifying invention, but it carries conviction all the same. It was in Bede’s character to urge his scribe
         repeatedly to ‘write faster’, thereby rebuking those modern historians who fear to commit themselves to paper; and it was
         in character, too, to distribute his little stock of personal possessions – incense, writing paper – to the young monks clustered
         in his cell.
      

      
      But Bede was not just a mild old scholar. He was a shrewd observer of contemporary events; he kept himself exceptionally well-informed;
         and he did not hesitate to express decided views on what was going on. When he sat down to write his long letter to Archbishop Egbert he felt he was nearing the end of his life, and what he wrote
         is an ecclesiastical and political testament of an old and wise historian, surveying the society he loved – and feared for.
         After giving the archbishop much sound, detailed and practical advice about the management of the northern province, Bede
         went on to express grave concern about certain developments in Northumbria. The Church had flourished mightily in its first
         century in England; and secular patronage of monasticism had enabled civilisation to flower. But there were in this process
         seeds of decay. Too many pseudo-monasteries, he said, were being created by the leading families and royal officials, with
         the object of exempting their lands from taxes and services to the State. This was not only tax-evasion but socially destructive.
         It was bad for the Church, for such monasteries brought it into disrepute, but even worse for the State, for young men needed
         to form the cadres of the army were unable to get land and raise families, and were going elsewhere in search of it. Bede’s
         letter gives us a valuable insight into the reasons for the decline of the Northumbrian kingdom. It testifies to his belief
         that the interests of Church and State, properly conceived, were the same – to press one at the expense of the other would
         be fatal to both. Bede understood that the strength of Old English society rested on the ability of Church and State to work
         in the closest harmony. The State upheld the doctrines, and ensured the material prosperity, of the Church; equally the Church
         must reinforce the authority and efficiency of the State: that way lay progress for society as a whole.
      

      
      And of course Bede was right. England was the first society to create a strong and civilised central authority on a permanent
         basis; it lies at the root of such felicity as this country has enjoyed throughout its history. It was what the post-colonial
         state of the British so conspicuously lacked; it was what the English were eventually able to create – so that William I inherited the oldest and strongest monarchical state in Europe; and it was made possible because a national Church, identifying
         itself with the public interest, underwrote the institution of popular monarchy. But Bede, with his historian’s long perspective,
         was also aware that the process was far from complete. He recognised the fragility of his own country; and, perhaps imperfectly,
         he saw that the systematic exploitation of landed resources was the key to irreversible progress.
      

      
      We come here to a little-understood point about the origins of English society. Looking back on English history from the last
         decades of the twentieth century, we lay too much stress on the development of sea-power, and maritime commerce, as the dynamic
         of English progress. England’s use of the sea to acquire wealth, power and influence has indeed been unique. But the strength of England, on which
         this expansion was based, lay in the land, and in the creation of a political and social system geared to agricultural advance.
         As a pre-colonial society, lowland Britain had made spectacular agricultural progress in the century before the Roman occupation.
         Under colonisation, that progress had been slowed down, halted, perhaps even reversed, because Britain was attached to an
         empire which was city-orientated; an empire unable to develop the technological and economic advantages of a city culture,
         and which financed its security and its civilisation from a stagnant and wasteful use of the land. Freed from the incubus
         of empire, the peoples of lowland Britain had a fresh opportunity to pursue the natural development of its resources. The
         Celtic British had rejected the Roman city-concept. They did not like cities, but used them for functional purposes. The new
         settlers from Germany and Denmark positively hated them. Except in Kent, where the settlers included elements from Frisia
         and Frankish territories touched by Roman influence, there was no continuity in city life. The English came from a race of
         forest-dwellers; their technology was the axe, the ox and the heavy plough. Resuming the work of the Belgic settlers – to
         whom they were akin – they settled in the river valleys and took up the task of exploiting the rich lowland soil.
      

      
      But England in Bede’s day was still caught in the offshore current of an empire which took centuries to die. Until the Arabs
         demolished its southern structure, and closed the Mediterranean to Roman Christian commerce, England was still to a significant
         degree part of a Continental, maritime economic system. The English settlers arrived here in open, oared ships, without masts
         and sails, or the keels which made these possible. These voyages took anything up to two months. The view that they then settled
         down exclusively to agricultural development is false. Wealth and state power could be created much more swiftly by the use
         of the sea, and by the trade carried on it. Almost exactly ten years before the Synod of Whitby met, the mourners of a pagan
         king of East Anglia, using an elaborate system of log rollers, dragged up from a creek near Sutton Hoo a great ship which
         they transformed into a cenotaph for their chief. His body was lost, at sea or in battle, but they placed in the ship before
         they covered it with sand and earth, a selection of his possessions. These included a monarchical standard (of a type Bede
         saw carried before the Northumbrian kings), a carved stone sceptre, and an abundance of gold and silver artifacts. One was
         a great silver dish from Byzantium, with an emperor’s date-stamp; there were others of foreign manufacture, from a variety of places; foreign coins; and some beautiful English pieces, of great weight and elaboration. When the hoard
         was uncovered in 1939, an entirely new light was shed on English kingship and society in the mid-seventh century. The progress
         of the English had been much more rapid and spectacular than anyone had hitherto thought possible. But what has only recently
         been appreciated is that such regional societies were the products essentially of sea-power and a sea-culture.* They owed their wealth and culture essentially to maritime trade; they were still, economically, part of a decaying Continental
         system, the sub-Roman empire of the West, with its offshoots into the Mediterranean. What was true of East Anglia was true
         also of Kent, of the kingdoms of the south coast and the Thames valley, still more perhaps of Northumbria. The civilisation
         in which Bede flourished owed its dynamic – because it owed its communications, its contacts, its wealth – to the sea. Only
         when the Roman-style economy finally dissolved, in the aftermath of the Arab conquests, did the English shift their economic
         axis inland, and find their true basis for development in the exploitation of the land.
      

      
      In 795 King Offa of Mercia received an unpleasant letter from the Emperor Charlemagne, as he called himself. These two men
         were each supreme in their own regions, paramount kings, and they corresponded on a level of solemn equality, though Offa
         had to insist rather more sharply on his dignity than Charles. They had engaged in intermittent trade-war, shutting up their
         ports to each other’s ships. Now Charles summarised the matter: if the English complained about the stones sent from France
         (probably from Tournai, for use in church fonts), then he had an equal right to complain of the shortness of the cloaks sent
         from England. Charles, as we know from another source, hated these mini-cloaks. They were too short, he said, to cover him
         in bed, or to protect him from the rain when riding, and they were a nuisance when he went to the lavatory. What is so striking
         about this dispute is the evidence it provides of the poverty of the economic contacts between these two major states. Maritime
         trade had ceased to play a significant role in either. The old Roman economic system had broken up, and nothing had replaced
         it. Societies were turning inward, to the land; the instrument of economic progress – indeed of all progress – had changed
         from the sea- and river-port to the manorial estate. This process was far more significant in England, cut off from the rest of the Continent by water, than anywhere else. It intensified
         the isolation, and made the development of distinctive national characteristics much more profound, and rapid. Power shifted
         from the littoral societies of the east and south and became balanced in the midlands. It is to Mercia, in the heart of England,
         that we owe the true origins of the nation, its institutions, its language and its attitude to public life.
      

      
      The change was clearly marked by a reconstruction of the monetary system. England moved from a gold to a silver standard.
         This is evidence not so much of declining wealth, but of growing common sense. Gold was the exchange-medium of the international
         merchant, silver of the progressive farmer. Gold coins had been minted in England in pre-colonial times; local minting had
         been resumed in the late seventh century; but this had been a function of a littoral economy, the last stigma of post-colonial
         status, what we would now call neo-colonialism. The economic independence of the new English State was symbolised about 780,
         when Offa issued a regular silver penny, at a standardised weight of 22 grammes. The name was ancient, of unknown origin.
         But the new currency was, from the start, essentially modern in concept and execution. Offa’s penny was to hold its quality
         for 500 years. It was the basis of all later improvements. In the tenth century, Edwin of Wessex adopted the device of calling
         in and re-issuing all coins at regular intervals; foreign coin was melted down and re-struck; mints were farmed to professional
         moneyers, but they were obliged to put their names on the reverse, and penalties for debasement were heavy and ruthlessly
         enforced. Thus England developed a currency which the most powerful of Roman emperors would have envied. It became a recognised
         medium of exchange from Scandinavia to the Balkans, and a ubiquitous, ocular testimony to the stability and wealth of the
         English state. A puritanical devotion to their currency has always been a salient feature of the English public consciousness.
      

      
      Yet in one sense this strong currency was merely the consequence of two even more deep-rooted English characteristics: the
         use of the land as the ultimate index of wealth and status, and a marked preference for strong, efficient and honest government.
         By creating a state which gave them expression, Offa laid the foundations of English public life. It is a tragedy we know
         so little about him as a man; modern England probably owes more to him than to any other individual. But of course he built
         on earlier foundations. England was born of a fortunate marriage between geography and race, between fertile lowland soil,
         and hard-working Germanic immigrants. England created the English; it was the land which shaped the people. Though well aware
         of their Germanic history and traditions, the English settlers were bound much more firmly to the soil they acquired. Their arrival
         was framed in heroic legend, but this was background and entertainment; the reality of their lives was dominated by farming.
         Theirs was essentially an agricultural, not a military, conquest. When the Normans came, half a millennium later, they remarked
         that ‘the English thought of nothing so much as the cultivation of their lands’. Their forebears had been industrious and
         energetic farmers in Germany. Now, in England, the opportunities which the countryside gave them were eagerly seized. The
         farming patterns of the Britons were largely rejected. They marked out their own fields and villages, established their own
         methods of communal production. The plough-team of up to eight oxen was the biggest single factor in the shaping of Old English
         society, for it was crucial to their methods. The salient feature was the exploitation of huge open fields, often of a hundred
         acres, on a social basis. The lowland soils demanded a heavy plough and a powerful team to pull it. Yet few men possessed
         a whole team; equally, a team, to reach its maximum efficiency, required vast fields to be ploughed in strips. Thus the operational
         needs of the team became the units of measurement, of ownership, of wealth. An acre was what one family could plough in a
         day, a hide the area that gave them work, and livelihood, for a year. Ploughing dictated the need for huge fields; this in
         turn meant a measure of communal effort, for the phases of the agricultural cycle had to be coordinated and jointly determined.
         But within this communal structure, individual ownership, rights and wealth were fiercely upheld and narrowly calculated.
         A man’s land, and his share of the crops, depended on his contribution in working capital and labour; he might supply a plough,
         or a team, or both, or a share of either; and he drew his rewards accordingly. His obligations embraced many tasks besides
         ploughing, and there were strict penalties for failure to discharge them, as the earliest laws make plain.

It was a mixed
         economy: but the element of private ownership was there by choice, that of communal effort only by necessity: a typically
         English approach. There were many and increasing gradations of wealth. At one end of the social scale there was a large slave
         class, composed initially of Britons, but augmented by convicts, captives, human purchase and degradation. Even peasant farmers,
         with their single hide of land, owned slaves; like oxen they were part of a man’s working capital. A man was free by virtue
         of his ownership of land; nothing else mattered. A landowner was entitled a thegn if he owned five hides or more; no matter
         how rich he was (except in the case of sea-going merchants) he could not claim rank ‘unless he hath the land’. The lord of the village, or the manor, which were often coterminous, was by virtue of his estate the symbol of ownership, the
         guarantor of protection, the chief arbiter of opinion (and so of justice), and the agent of authority. Often the village bore
         his name, and does so to this day. Ownership of land was the key to the legal system, for it determined both the nature of
         crime and the methods of law-enforcement.

Old English society was preoccupied with two categories of offences, both with agricultural
         roots: murders and blood-feuds arising over tenure and boundary-disputes, and the theft of cattle. The first was settled by
         the payment of wergilds which varied with ownership: 100 shillings for a free farmer, equivalent to the 100 oxen he was supposed
         to be worth; 600 shillings for the landed gentry. There were intermediate categories and local variations, but the principle
         of compensation was always related to notional concepts of landed worth. The determination of guilt, in both categories, rested
         on a man’s oath, whose value, again, was related to notional concepts of his agricultural status and property. If a man’s
         oath were not equal to the magnitude of the charge, others had to swear for him, and his accusers would do the same; elaborate
         computations were made of the value of conflicting testimony to determine the verdict: we come across phrases like ‘an oath
         a pound in value’ and ‘let him deny it with an oath of three twelves’. The system was thus squarely based on popular concepts
         of natural justice, for what could be more obviously fair than that a man should rest his case on the sworn evidence of people
         who knew him, were in a position to watch his daily movements, and whose desire to uphold local stability and order was ipso facto guaranteed by their ownership of property in the district? Such a realistic concept, moreover, ensured that the social system
         remained flexible and never acquired the rigidity of caste: judicial worth, and therefore status, had to be determined not
         by birth but by current landed possessions. There was at the heart of Old English society a tremendous dynamic to get on by
         exploiting the land, and all institutions were geared to keep this dynamic alive.

Yet the real genius of the English consisted
         in harnessing this dynamic to the functions of the State. How could this self-regulating structure of village life, with its
         built-in economic impetus, be reproduced at national level? It was at this point that the English Church, with its close identification
         with the secular authorities, made a decisive contribution. The Church had inherited from the Roman Empire instruments which
         Germanic society conspicuously lacked: the ability to construct an ordered and regular hierarchy of command, and operate within its limits; not only literacy, but written law and documented transactions, particularly the land-deed; the impulse
         to delve below habitual custom to first principles; and a cosmopolitanism which accelerated the flow of ideas. The Celtic
         Church lacked these gifts; thus the Whitby decision gave England something unobtainable from native intellectual resources.
         It is no accident that the administrative developments in Mercia followed the missionary activities there of Wilfred, the
         ablest of the Romanists. The Church became the principal instrument of civil government; the bishops were the King’s chief
         advisers, his chapel the centre of administration and record-office, his chaplains civil servants as well as spiritual ministers.
         The Church codified the law, and put it in writing. Even before the Church came, English society was developing a definite
         structure: but the Church supplied the literate manpower and expertise to build a State machine.

We see the process at work
         in eighth-century Mercia. The key to all State authority is finance, the means to purchase the power of compulsion. This,
         in turn, depends on the regular collection of adequate taxes. And taxes require a currency realistically related to the working
         of the economy. Offa’s establishment of a silver-standard coinage as the regular medium of exchange between farmers was thus
         the first in a long chain of events which built up a mighty state. But taxes must not merely be imposed; they must be seen
         to be justly imposed. Their efficient, comprehensive and equitable collection is the foundation of healthy and stable government.
         Such a system demands knowledge and documentation. The English grasped this very early in their history, and it has remained
         for them a central preoccupation. The foundation was laid in eighth-century Mercia in a document known as the Tribal Hideage;
         it sets down the number of hides subject to tax in every province of the state.* Without an accurate basis of assessment, any tax is a selective tyranny, and its collection incompatible with the growth
         of free institutions and of government by consent. Such records are difficult to compile; it was here that the help of the
         Church was vital. The Hideage was the first giant step towards modern government. It contained, in embryo, the concept of
         a territorial pyramid: from the village to a district of a hundred hides, from hundreds to shires, from shires to nation. The concept was refined later to produce a Burghal Hideage for towns, and a County Hideage for shires; and
         this last, in turn, made possible Domesday Book. Domesday Book adumbrated the growth of the Exchequer, and its characteristic
         instrument, the pipe-roll, which survived as the record of central finance until 1832, when England was already a great industrial
         nation, and the heart of a world-empire. This crude summary, of course, ignores an infinite multitude of complexities; but
         it is still true to say that the rural society of eighth-century Mercia developed the matrix of modern England.

The strength
         of Old English society was thus based on a well-informed central authority, which used its knowledge to pay its way. But the
         England of the English was still highly vulnerable: a million people sitting on some of the best land in the world, developing
         it steadily to make it a still more tempting target for the violent and predatory forces of north-west Europe. When England
         turned inwards in the eighth century, it became essentially a civil society of farmers. The English manor never became a military
         institution; not even the Normans, who were geared to little else but warfare, could make it one. The Channel and the North
         Sea provided powerful natural barriers to aggression; but both could be crossed, and they constituted a standing temptation
         to ignore the unpleasant and expensive realities of a world ruled by force. The English never developed a professional army.
         Except in brief moments of extreme crisis they could not even produce an amateur one able to keep the field. Their efforts
         to create a navy nearly always ended in lamentable failure. It was not that the English lacked aggression; they have always
         been among the most aggressive peoples on earth. But they seemed incapable of any sustained attempt to harness their aggression
         to a national purpose. They accepted the concept of a national defence force. They had the administrative machine to produce
         it on an equitable basis – an armed man for every two hides, making the fyrd equal to about 1 per cent of the total population.
         The conscripts, with much reluctance, would assemble; they would even fight fiercely, if battle was not delayed; then their
         only thought was to get back to their farms, and their blood-feuds. For most of the time the English State was, for all practical
         purposes, disarmed. The wonder is that the English contrived to survive at all. They might so easily have become another lost
         people of history. There was absolutely nothing inevitable about their durability. In the ninth, tenth and eleventh centuries
         they were the victims of overwhelming aggression. Why were they not extinguished? There is no simple answer. History is not
         propelled by single causes. The English were saved once by a great man, once by the cunning and resourcefulness of their ruling class, and once by the resilience of their institutions and their
         language. Each episode is worth examining.
      

      
      In 865 a Scandinavian army of unprecedented size moved into England with the object of setting up a permanent system of exploitation.
         In the next 13 years it destroyed all the English kingdoms except Wessex, and in most districts began the partition of the
         land for settlement. In 878 the odds were overwhelming that English civilisation would be destroyed; that its forms of government,
         speech and culture would disappear; that an alien ruling class would be established and a mass-migration take place under
         its aegis; and that the English would survive, like the Britons before them, only as a servile class, gradually adopting the
         dominant culture. When Alfred took refuge with his personal followers in the marshes west of Selwood, this was the imminent
         prospect facing his country and people.
      

      
      But a civil society based on a degree of consent has enormous reserves. It is one of the most comforting lessons which history
         teaches us. The resources of civilisation are not easily exhausted. A society banded together for aggressive purposes, whose
         ethics, criteria and hierarchy are exclusively military, led by men whose status rests solely on force, possesses great initial
         advantages. But its strength is more apparent than real; it has no self-sustaining moral authority, no internal discipline
         other than violence; it can satisfy only a limited spectrum of human desires; it is inherently corrupt; it possesses no collective
         wisdom, except in the narrow field of military expediency; it can tolerate no freedom of discussion, and therefore has no
         capacity to respond to changed conditions; its victories generate anarchy, and its defeats despair, for it has nothing worth-while
         to defend. By contrast, a civil society can more easily survive setbacks and learn from them; it has a sense of righteousness
         which breeds determination and, if necessary, unparalleled ferocity: it confronts instinct with reason, formulates long-term
         policies and new forms of discipline and organisation. Once grant it a breathing-space, after the initial shock, and it will
         quickly develop a strategy of survival and forge the instruments of victory. In the long run it holds all the moral and intellectual
         cards, and these are decisive in combination.

But the breathing-space is vital; and it is usually left to an individual to
         make it possible. There is always a role for a great man in the clash of collective forces; no one who studies English history
         can be in any doubt on this point. The opportunity exists; the moment is ripe; the resources are there; but unless the man to set them in motion is available, the occasion will pass, and perhaps never recur.
         One solitary person, with clarity, single-mindedness, energy and will can thrust his shoulder against the hinge of history,
         shift the equipoise, and thus accomplish the work of multitudes. In retrospect it looks inevitable, but without him it would
         not have taken place. Such a man was Alfred. The legends which surround him cannot obscure the extraordinary facts of his
         life. As we study them, we feel at times that he was taking upon himself the responsibilities of an entire nation: saving
         the state, rescuing civilisation from ruins, building a fleet, organising a system of urban defence, creating a militia, setting
         up a diplomatic service, educating a ruling class, importing scholars, transforming his court into a centre of learning, administrative
         innovation, and systematic justice – doing all this, as it were, with his bare hands. Whenever the documents allow us to glimpse
         him at close quarters, we see an essentially solitary figure: harassed by a multitude of worries, overburdened by conflicting
         demands on his time. In one letter his bedroom is shown invaded by a pack of arguing litigants; he looks up – he is washing
         his hands – and gives a cool and sensible judgment. He is always thoughtful, with the originality of a man who has come to
         education late, has received no packaged opinions, and has worked things out for himself; an ingenious man, forced by events
         to devise solutions to entirely new problems. A naive man, in some ways, and an eccentric – the first English eccentric –
         designing curious mechanical gadgets. Not a man ever allowed to relax for long from the most crushing cares of State, but
         one whose thoughts were none the less haunted by the deepest mysteries of existence. What is life? Why are we here? What,
         then, must we do?

Alfred was not a lucky man. Most of his life he was sick.* His family background was first strained, then tragic. His father, then in succession his three elder brothers, died at brief
         intervals. He had virtually no education as a child. He inherited no advisers of any ability, and always had difficulty in
         finding trustworthy subordinates. The machinery of the State was running down, and he had to rebuild it. He won no easy victories.
         He devoted his whole adult life, with many setbacks, to securing the minimum of national security. What is remarkable about
         his achievement is not its magnitude but the means he employed. We see him on the one hand as a successful soldier and administrator;
         on the other as a man of wide tastes who brought about a renaissance of English civilisation. From the standpoint of our age,
         the two roles seem incompatible, almost in conflict. They would not seem so to him. A king would, he felt, be a better soldier and administrator
         by acquiring the civilised disciplines and applying them to his public functions. It was his theory and his practice of government.
         A realm was not worth defending, unless it itself defended worth-while things; standards and honourable conduct mattered as
         much as life and property. An enemy must not merely be defeated but reformed, and induced to come within the lighted circle
         of civilisation. He never appears to have felt any racial hatred for the Danes, or contemplated a war of extermination. Perhaps
         he realised that a Scandinavian element in English society was now inevitable; it must be absorbed on a basis of peace, in
         which the alien presence would be made acceptable by acquiring first the veneer, then the substance, of English culture. And
         the conductor in this process was Christianity. Attempts to tame the Danes by baptism were common enough; the Danes complied,
         when forced to, and sneered afterwards. But Alfred saw that the method, if pursued with patience and persistency, would work
         in the end. Treaties sealed by baptism might be broken; but it was sound policy, as well as Christian duty, to use diplomacy
         as well as war; every respite could be put to use, not least for military ends. He had often to revert to war; but each time
         his sense of purpose was clearer, his means more adequate, his strategy more decisive.
      

      
      What, in effect, Alfred did was to apply the Mercian concepts of civil administration to the business of winning a war, and
         thus impel the State to take a giant leap forward in sophistication. He operated a regular budget, for the first time, and
         placed public responsibilities – for the army, for the fleet, for the construction and defence of fortified towns – on a systematic
         basis of shared responsibility. These measures created the infrastructure of a united kingdom, as much by the process of putting
         them into effect as by the security they provided. In 886 his forces entered London and, says The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ‘all the English people submitted to Alfred except those who were under the power of the Danes’. As for the settled Danes,
         Alfred grasped the point that the very process of acquiring real estate, a stake in the country, was a solution to the problem
         of perpetual warfare between them and the English – they now, like the English, had a great deal to lose. His final treaty
         with the Danes not only demarcated the frontier but interlocked the legal systems by establishing an agreed scale of wergilds:
         the effect was to produce a degree of inter-racial harmony at a personal as well as at a State level, and so expose the Danes
         to English cultural penetration. Alfred never seems to have doubted that, under the rule of law, English civilisation could
         absorb the Danes without resort to force. His treaty was an early example of English confidence in the power of diplomatic effort.
      

      
      Alfred indeed seems to have reposed unlimited faith in the civic virtues. He believed in the moral authority of a civilised
         people. In law, that is the moral framework of government, the King was necessarily the final arbiter, but his decisions were
         not arbitrary; he merely judged whether or not the law had been observed. The law itself evolved from the collective wisdom
         of many men; the King codified it, and in that sense it became his law; he might even create new laws, but this was done in
         consultation with his council or witan; and it was a prerogative exercised sparingly, and not necessarily binding on his successors. That the King felt himself
         to be subject to the law is made touchingly clear by Alfred’s will, in which he is at pains to show executors and posterity
         that his dispositions are fair, just and legal; and in setting out his own law-code, he is admirably succinct on how he thinks
         the legislative process ought to work:
      

      
      

         [Holy bishops and other distinguished wise men] in many synods fixed the compensation for many human misdeeds, and they wrote
            them in many synod-books, here one law, there another. Then I, King Alfred, collected these together and ordered to be written
            many of them which our forefathers observed, those which I liked; and many of those which I did not like I rejected with the
            advice of my counsellors, and ordered them to be differently observed. For I dared not presume to set in writing at all many
            of my own, for it was unknown to me what would please those who should come after us.
         

      



      
      Thus to the Mercian creation of an equitable system of direct taxation – the basis of effective and acceptable government
         – the kingdom of Wessex added a clear doctrine and practice of legislation. The law was ultimately based on collective custom;
         inspired by rational concepts of evidence, proof and fair play; tidied up by men trained in methods derived from imperial
         Rome; added to by King and council as and when required; but never ossified – always left open to revision and repeal and
         augmentation. Here, at the end of the ninth century, we already have an organic structure of public affairs; the political
         and legal pattern is established, infinitely capable of growth and development, but conditioning and controlling the process
         with great tenacity. The structure could and did absorb alien elements, but it could no longer be fundamentally changed. The
         primary cause of the continuity and stability of our offshore island’s history was the strength of Old English society. The
         strength was based on an accurate balance between the needs of the State and the rights of the individual; and the balance,
         in turn, was were maintained by a law to which all, the State included, subject – a law founded on custom and modified by consent.
      

      
      With this system Alfred gave the English people, and the British lowlands they inhabit, a unity which they had never before
         possessed, and which they have never since lost. His successors extended this new unity to the entire English territory. But
         it was a unity based on, and strengthened by, diversity. Alfred won the allegiance of Mercia and Northumbria by diplomacy,
         conciliation and by the devolution of authority; his laws incorporated elements from Mercia and Kent as well as Wessex, and
         respect for local custom was a salient principle of his rule. The Danish settlers, too, as they entered into the kingdom,
         kept their own organic elements of law and tenure.

Thus English unity was created not by force but because men were persuaded,
         by a political genius who was also a transparently good man, that they needed it. To Alfred unity was, I think, more a cultural
         matter than something which revolved around race and politics. Coming to literacy and learning late in life, amid the terrible
         pressures of an active and anxious career, it seemed to him a miraculous gift, a window into a better and purer world, which
         it was his duty to share with all. Of course it had its practical purposes: it was essential to the administration of just
         law, which Alfred rightly recognised is the foundation of human happiness in this world. It was fear of the King’s rebukes,
         says his biographer Bishop Asser, that made
      

      
      

… the ealdormen and reeves hasten to turn themselves with all their might to the task of learning justice … so that in a marvellous
            fashion almost all the ealdermen, thegns and reeves, who had been untaught from their childhood, gave themselves to the study
            of letters, preferring thus toilsomely to pursue this unaccustomed study than resign the exercise of their authority.
         

      



      
      But Alfred certainly did not regard learning as merely utilitarian, nor the exclusive right of the ruling and administrative
         class. He ‘with great care collected many nobles of his own nation and boys of humbler birth and formed them into a school’.
         The learning was cosmopolitan. Few of Alfred’s cultural advisers came from Wessex; four, including Plegmund, whom he made
         Archbishop of Canterbury, were Mercian; one imported scholar was French, another German; and Bishop Asser himself was Welsh.
         Alfred corresponded with a wide range of foreign scholars, including the Patriarch of Jerusalem, a professional beggar on
         behalf of his see, who got money from the King in exchange for medical recipes. The culture Alfred tried so desperately to
         embrace was the universal culture of the ancients and the fathers, expressed in Latin; it was a dramatic moment for him when,
         in 887, he first began to make sense of the language. But he had been literate in English since the age of 12, and he recognised that,
         except for the minority, this must be the language of cultural progress. So he began an elaborate programme of translating
         key texts into English, taking a leading part in the task himself. As he says in a letter to the Bishop of Worcester, translations
         were not made earlier because scholars could not believe learning would fall into decay. They could not have foreseen the
         terrible events of his own lifetime. An English literature was a necessary guarantee against future catastrophe, and the only
         means by which large numbers of people could get at the truth:
      

      
      

Therefore it seems better to me … for us also to translate some books which are most needful for all men to know into the
            language which we can all understand, so that we can very easily bring it about, if we have tranquillity enough, that all
            the youth now in England, if free men who are rich enough to devote themselves to it, be set to learn as long as they are
            not ready for any other occupation, until they are able to read English writing well; and let these who are to continue in
            learning, and be promoted to a higher rank, be afterwards taught more in the Latin language.
         

      



      
      Alfred could not foresee that the humble tongue he thus encouraged would in time wholly supersede Latin as the international
         language of culture and scholarship, would conquer the world as the chief vehicle for political, economic, scientific and
         technological advance, and poise itself for its ultimate role as the first universal language, spoken and written by countless
         millions in countries he did not even know existed. He would have rejoiced at this astonishing prospect. He believed in the
         English. He had Bede’s famous History translated, and he sponsored a systematic record of English events which, in its various texts, we know as The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Such works were made in multiple copies, as were the laws and other public documents, and sent all over the kingdom to be
         preserved for use and reference in the libraries of cathedrals and monasteries.
      

      
      What a strange man Alfred was; an archetype of all that was best and yet most mysterious in the curious race whose destinies
         he helped so decisively to shape. We can trace the development of his own thoughts from his early, literal translations, to
         the much freer ones towards the end of his life, in which he interpolates fragments of knowledge from visitors to his court,
         whom he subjected to relentless questioning, and his own private reflections. It is an extraordinary privilege thus to be
         allowed to peer into the mind of this great king and man of action, who has been dead more than a thousand years. In some
         ways it was a clumsy mind, grappling awkwardly with abstract concepts which were beyond it, and taking refuge in laboured metaphors. Alfred came from a society which had advanced its economy by
         the conquest of the forest, and his images revolve around wood: wooden ships, wheels, buildings. Here is the practical, English
         mind, trying to come to terms with Latin abstraction. Behind it lies a fierce energy, an implacable refusal to accept defeat,
         the same obstinacy and resolution which marked his public life. There must be answers to the deepest questions of existence,
         as there were practical answers to military, naval, judicial and administrative problems. ‘I would know,’ he wrote, ‘whether
         after the parting of the body and the soul, I shall ever know more than I now know of all that which I have long wished to
         know; for I cannot find anything better in man than that he know, and nothing worse than that he be ignorant.’ Or again: ‘Man
         must increase his intelligence while he is in this world, and also wish and desire that he may come to the eternal life, where
         nothing is hid from us.’
      

      
      We can detect, in this endeavour to enlighten the earthly world, a strain in Alfred which transcended the limitations of the
         medieval Christian mind, which imprisoned man by insisting that material progress was futile, and release would come only
         through eternity. Alfred was to all appearances an orthodox Christian, but he had in him the instinct of his native Pelagianism:
         a belief in free will and in the ability of humanity not indeed to perfect itself but to raise its status and improve its
         condition. One day the Renaissance and the Reformation would break down the prison walls; in the meantime Alfred already sounded
         a new English note of earnest moral conviction that the prevailing darkness could be pushed back. If his characteristic tone
         is pessimistic, it is relieved by the hope which comes from struggle and achievement, however incomplete. ‘I can understand
         little of Him, or nothing at all, and yet at times, when I think carefully of Him, inspiration comes to me about the eternal
         life.’ The battle for knowledge in Alfred’s life mirrored the battle to preserve a kingdom and rescue a civilisation. He might
         have said, ‘Wessex has saved herself by her exertions, and England by her example’; as, centuries later, England would repeatedly
         save Europe and the world. Most of Alfred’s work achieved fruition only after his death; he certainly found no tranquillity
         in this life; we get hints of a certain weariness, of impatience and anger with officials who failed to carry out his orders,
         whether in building fortresses or administering the law. Alfred never seems to have possessed lieutenants (except his splendid
         daughter Æthelfæd, and her husband Ealdorman Æthelred of Mercia) who measured up to his own standards of responsibility. This
         is not surprising; he would have been outstanding in any age or society. But greatness makes for loneliness. Alfred yearned
         for men of stature to share his burdens, and thought anxiously of the future after he was gone. By the time he died, in his
         mid-fifties, he was – like all great English monarchs – a very tired man. Using his familiar metaphor, and with a final, sad
         phrase which catches at the heart, he left his gospel of work and aspirations for English posterity:
      

      
      

Then I gathered for myself staves and props and bars, and handles for all the tools I knew how to use, and crossbars and beams
            for all the structures I knew how to build, the fairest piece of timber I knew how to carry. I neither came home with a single
            load, nor did it suit me to bring home all the wood, even if I could have carried it. In each tree I saw something that I
            required at home. For I advise each of those who are strong and have many waggons, to plan to go to the same wood where I
            have cut these props, and fetch for himself more there, and load his waggons with fair rods, so that he can plait many a fair
            wall, and put up many a peerless building, and build a fair enclosure with them, and may dwell therein pleasantly and at his
            ease, winter and summer, as I have not yet done.
         

      



      
      In the year 1014, Archbishop Wulfstan of York preached a remarkable sermon in his cathedral. It must have made an immense
         impression on those who heard it; it was repeated on several occasions, and, under the title of ‘Sermon of the Wolf to the
         English’, was written down and copied in many manuscripts. It is the first recorded instance we have of a dramatic and sombre
         appeal to the English to save themselves from destruction, and thus part of a long tradition, running through the speeches
         of Henry V, Elizabeth and Pitt, and culminating in the great Churchillian broadcasts. Wulfstan was a formidable personage: the leading
         churchman of his age, an experienced legalist, a secular statesman, and the unofficial head of that powerful and mysterious
         body which we can, for the first time, dimly perceive: the English establishment. A century and a half before, England had
         been saved by a great king. Now it was to be saved by a class, and the man who spoke for it. In the interval, the unitary
         kingdom established by Alfred had acquired all the accretions of stable and ancient authority: sonorous titles for its monarch,
         an elaborate coronation service at which he was invested with them; a proliferating hierarchy of honour, office and wealth;
         traditions and ceremonials which already inspired foreigners with awe. But it had not acquired lasting military security:
         this was something beyond the capacity of the Old English State to achieve. Wulfstan was profoundly aware that England’s ultimate
         defence lay in the integrity of its civilisation – the system of laws and government, of public and private standards, built
         up on the work of Offa and Alfred. This could be fatally diluted, not by an infusion of race, for the English could always cope with that, but by the
         heedless acceptance of alien modes of conduct. It was not the swords of the heathen he feared so much as their lack of probity.
         Wulfstan inspired a sinister entry in The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for the year 959, in which he accused King Edgar of having too much truck with the alien world: ‘He loved evil foreign customs
         … and attracted hither foreigners and enticed harmful people to this country.’ In 975 occurred a national catastrophe. Edgar
         died unexpectedly, leaving sons by different mothers, and the elder, Edward, only in his teens. He quickly became involved
         in a violent conflict with a group of landowners, almost certainly on the issue of tax-evasion through the endowment of family
         pseudo-monasteries – the very evil against which the aged Bede had warned 250 years before. Three years later he was murdered
         by the servants of his young half-brother ÆEthelred, who thus became the beneficiary (if not the author) of the worst State
         crime in Old English history.
      

      
      This terrible event led to a steady and in the end dramatic decline in English public standards. Æthelred took no steps to
         find and punish the murderers. The episode cast a lengthening shadow over his reign, and the presence on the English throne
         of a compromised king inevitably attracted hostile foreign attention. In 981 the Danish raids were resumed. Loyalty was the
         salient principle of the Old English State. Undermined by the throne itself, it collapsed. Some of Æthelred’s own appointees
         changed sides several times. He himself married, as his second wife, a Norman princess, Emma, of barbarous Norse forebears.
         Great private landowners made their own arrangements with the invaders. The Danes themselves were often disloyal. One of Æthelred’s
         few successful commanders was a Danish deserter, and his son and heir, Edmund Ironside, drew more effective support from the
         men of the Danelaw than from Wessex itself. It became increasingly difficult for men to know where their true interests and
         allegiance lay. Money replaced patriotism as the instrument of national survival. In 991 Æthelred bought a peace treaty with
         the Danes for £10,000. Until then to pay Danegeld was not necessarily dishonourable or imprudent; Alfred himself had sanctioned
         the practice as a useful expedient to gain time. But Æthelred made it into a principle of government: the sums demanded rose
         to £16,000, to £24,000, to £36,000 – in 1012 to the colossal figure of £48,000. It was pointless to blame the Danes for breaking
         these treaties; the English King himself was equally unscrupulous. In 1002 he ordered his Danish hostages to be slaughtered.
         Such a policy would have seemed inconceivable to Alfred, with his policy of combining firmness with reconciliation. Moreover,
         it was not merely a crime but a blunder, for among those killed was the sister of Swein, King of Denmark. Her murder persuaded him to turn large-scale piracy
         into a national invasion and seize the throne itself – a project triumphantly completed by his son, Cnut.
      

      
      The Sermon of the Wolf accurately reflects the prevailing atmosphere of broken morale and national self-abasement. Wulfstan paints a devastating
         picture, in considerable detail, of the collapse of the social system. He speaks of ‘wavering loyalties among men everywhere’.
         He says that ‘too often a kinsman does not protect a kinsman any more than a stranger’, that men sell their relatives into
         slavery, that women are openly purchased, girls and widows forced into marriage for money, thegns reduced to slaves, and slaves,
         by desertion, become lords. Self-respect has been lost:
      

      
      

The English have been for a long time now completely defeated and too greatly dishearted through God’s anger; and the pirates
            so strong with God’s consent that often in battle one puts to flight ten … and often ten or a dozen, one after another, insult
            disgracefully the thegn’s wife, and sometimes his daughter or near kinswoman, whilst he looks on, who considered himself brave
            and mighty and stout enough before that happened.… But all the insults which we often suffer we repay with honouring those
            who insult us; we pay them continually and they humiliate us daily.
         

      



      
      Wulfstan had been brought up in the English tradition which relied on a strong central government to secure the safety of
         the realm and the health of society; and that government was embodied in the royal line of Wessex, already the oldest and
         most distinguished in Europe, occupying a throne with a longer continuous existence than any other Christian institution,
         except the papacy itself. He had thought deeply about kingship, and the qualities required of the men who discharged its duties.
         He had written a book on the subject, his Institutes of Polity, the first original English work of political theory. When writing Æthelred’s laws, Wulfstan had placed tremendous emphasis
         on the dignity and power of the office. The King was Christ’s earthly vicar in the realm of England. He was, to use an expression
         later employed on Edward the Confessor’s behalf, the judge set up by God to rule Church and State and arbitrate between them.
         What, then, was to be done when the King was inadequate or betrayed his office? The only answer was that those around the
         King, the wise clerics and substantial lords of his kingdom, should by one means or another, act in concert. In 1012–13 occurred
         the first significant constitutional crisis in English history. The territorial aristocracy refused to lead the levies into
         battle unless Æthelred attended in person. He left the country and fled to his wife’s relatives in Normandy. He was eventually permitted to return, but only on condition that he signed a document explicitly promising wholesale
         reforms in his methods of government. There can be no doubt that Wulfstan was the controlling agent behind this solution.
         It adumbrates Magna Carta almost exactly by two hundred years. This bargain between King and subjects introduced a new principle
         into the system of English monarchy, which henceforth was never allowed to lapse entirely. It illustrates the axiom, by no
         means confined to England, that military disaster is the father of constitutional change – by consent in England, by revolution
         elsewhere. For the first time government had become contractual, and the concept of a commonwealth was born.
      

      
      Under Wulfstan’s guidance, England survived not only this crisis, but the death of æthelred in 1016 and his son a year later.
         There were now only two sources of authority in the country: the English establishment, and the impending military tyranny
         of Cnut. But Wulfstan was an audacious man. He decided to marry the first to the second and invest a gifted savage with the
         apparatus of constitutional English regality. Once again, the resources of English civilisation were not exhausted. The powers
         of the English monarchy were there to be exercised; the administration still existed; the Church was still the repository
         of learning and the link with the international civilised community. Wulfstan was a smooth exponent of the wiles of the establishment,
         adept at compromise, able to flatter a powerful outsider out of his senses, willing to take on the job of taming a barbarous
         Danish warlord, as his kind would later tame socialist cabinet ministers. Cnut was an apt, indeed eager, pupil. His Christian
         background was uncertain; but he recognised that enthusiasm for the Church was the mark of civilised statesmanship, and he
         adjusted his religious ideas accordingly. He was only too willing to submit to the guidance which Wulfstan gracefully proffered.
         Thus the old English prelate and the young Danish general went into partnership together, and one of the most successful experiments
         in English history commenced.

The truth is Cnut was as anxious to come in out of the cold as the English were to receive him
         in their warm places. They wanted peace; he wanted to become respectable. They thought they could do a good civilising job
         on him; and they were right. Cnut felt the time had come to wipe the blood off his hands, and learn a new trade as a civilised
         ruler. No upstart adventurer has ever settled down more complacently with a rich heiress of ancient lineage. Cnut wanted power,
         but he also wanted to go up in the world, to be recognised as a great Christian gentleman as well as a warrior. He yearned
         for the flattery of the warm south, as have so many of his race since. To sit on the English throne, as its recognised, conformist and legitimate tenant, was the key
         which unlocked all these doors. The instincts of a ruffian remained: he quickly disposed of, without trial, several inconvenient
         relics of the old reign. But he then proceeded to become an enthusiastic English monarch. He dutifully married Æthelred’s
         widow, no easy assignment. He cut military expenditure and reduced taxation, always a high road to English hearts. He allowed
         Wulfstan to codify the laws in such a thorough and comprehensive manner that the text was still regarded as an authority in
         twelfth-century England. When in Denmark, in 1019–20, he delighted the English by sending them an open letter, to be read
         at the shire courts, in which he reported progress and gave instructions for the laws to be justly enforced. His impeccable
         behaviour survived Wulfstan’s death. In 1027 he went to Rome for the coronation of the Emperor. He was given a splendid reception,
         not only by the Pope but by the assembled European dignitaries, which he rightly guessed was due more to his status as an
         English king than to his reputation as a northern warrior. His letter from Rome to the English people naively records his
         pleasure at this honour, and also lists certain important commercial advantages which he was able to negotiate with the Emperor,
         the Duke of Burgundy and the Pope, releasing English merchants from irksome tolls. He was a great credit to the old archbishop.
         He kept a modest but effective fleet of 16 warships. He promoted English trade. He told the people what he was doing. He advanced
         Englishmen, rather than Danes, to positions of authority, so that by the end of his reign his government personnel was almost
         exclusively English. He had all the qualities of a popular English monarch. If the national game had existed, he would doubtless
         have played cricket too. He thus became a revered, semi-mythical figure for the offshore islanders, who were capable, then
         as now, of rewriting history while it is still happening. In fact he was a creature of the English establishment. A barbarous
         king, who was not surrounded and protected by able ecclesiastics, speaking his tongue and wholly creatures of his making,
         had no chance in confrontation with the Old English State. When Cnut’s line died out, the English quietly put the House of
         Wessex back on to the throne. It was as though the Danish monarchy had never been. The Danish settlers became Englishmen,
         making their own distinctive contribution to our language and our free institutions.
      

      
      But could England and the English survive if the establishment itself committed suicide, as it did in 1066 and the years that
         followed? Here was the real test of English resilience. In the year 1085 William I spent Christmas in the abbey at Gloucester, and after the feast and the traditional crown-wearing
      

      
      

… the king had much thought and very deep discussion with his council about this country – how it was occupied or with what
            sort of people. Then he sent his men all over England into every shire and had them find out how many hundred hides there
            were in the shire.
         

      



      
      This survey was exceptionally thorough and detailed, so thorough indeed that it aroused the disgust of the Anglo-Saxon chronicler,
         who thought it shameful that a king should be avaricious enough to want to know how many pigs a man possessed. But the chronicler,
         in his hatred of the Normans, was being disingenuous. Though the survey was directed and supervised by Archbishop Lanfranc
         and the able group of ecclesiastical and lay barons of William’s council, it was actually carried out by the Anglo-Saxon civil
         service along familiar English lines which had their origins in the eighth century. Indeed England was the only state in Europe
         which had established the concept of a direct tax on land, and therefore possessed the method and machinery to conduct such
         an inquiry. To suit William’s purposes, the findings were to some extent rearranged on a personal basis (tenancies-in-chief)
         rather than the strictly geographical basis of hundreds which the English preferred. But the concept of the shire was maintained,
         and in all other respects the Domesday survey was a characteristically English administrative operation. Carried out 20 years
         after the Conquest, it testifies to the durability of the English infrastructure.
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