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      ‘This is not only a timely and important book, but also one that is supremely readable, shot through with understated humour
         and irony’ The Times

      
      

      
      ‘A humane and sophisticated study that goes a long way towards defining what we are as a nation’ Independent

      
      

      
      ‘This is a topical, formidable and engaging book which will have – and deserves to have – many readers … Robert Winder
         has tossed an elegant and compulsively warm-hearted grenade into a usually ugly and cruel debate … his case is well made.
         He has a thousand stories to tell and tells them well’ Sunday Times

      
      

      
      ‘This useful and readable book should provoke many readers to reconsider their picture of Britishness, and to realise how
         much of our enterprise and tolerance has originated from the interplay with immigrants who were once seen as dangerously foreign’
         Guardian

      
      

      
      ‘Robert Winder’s totally absorbing and revelatory book could not be more timely … astutely punctures many balloons of false
         national pride’ Daily Mail

      
      

      
      ‘[A] splendidly researched and subtle history of immigration’ Observer

      
      

      
      ‘Robert Winder, in twenty-five chapters of swift prose and bold observation, tells a story for the times’ History Today

      
      

      
      ‘In his elegant and timely study … Winder has culled a wide array of not easily accessible scholarship on the history of
         different minority groups in this country and from it constructed a portrait of the nation that should be required reading
         for those toxic spewers at Migration Watch’ New Statesman

      
      
      


      ‘[Winder] has a good eye for the telling anecdote and there is much to intrigue and delight’ Spectator

      
      

      
      ‘Winder’s book is timely. It is a lively and ably constructed chronicle, a synoptic overview based on good historical sources,
         with a strong and welcome contemporary spin. Perhaps a copy should be sent to every leader of the British National Party’
         Scotland on Sunday

      
      

      
      ‘People on every side in the immigration debate will find their complacent assumptions shaken by this brilliantly argued,
         well-researched and challenging work … This is a deeply optimistic book, celebrating a part of the British character and
         experience that is too often ignored’ Literary Review

      
      

      
      ‘A coherent and readable narrative account. What [Winder] offers in effect is a different kind of British history: history
         seen through the eyes of those who have stepped ashore in an alien Britain, and so transformed their own lives and that of
         their adoptive country. It is a story that could be replicated in many countries. But Winder’s book is especially important
         for contemporary Britain’ Times Literary Supplement

      
      

      
      ‘In a very attractive way, it brings immigration and immigrants to life with an abundance of stories of the personal experiences,
         good and bad, of immigrants in Britain, with some remarkable and moving examples going back to the Middle Ages’ Evening Standard

      
      

      
      ‘Winder documents each wave of immigration with clarity and humour. Immigration, he argues, is the sincerest form of flattery
          … Few put the case for immigration as persuasively … He demonstrates that without it Britain would be much impoverished
         and much less interesting’ Scottish Sunday Herald

      
      

      
      ‘Deftly written … a highly readable contribution that charts the forging of a multicultural nation’ Irish Examiner

      
      

      
      ‘Ultimately, this is not the story of immigration to Britain; it is the story of Britain itself’ Times Educational Supplement
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      Acknowledgements

      
      P. G. Wodehouse once made fun of a writer by asking why he had given such a lengthy explanation of his book and its purposes,
         when a simple apology would have sufficed. In this case, however, I can assert without embarrassment that the original idea
         was a splendid one, since it was not mine. Richard Beswick, of Little, Brown, had for years nursed the impulse to produce
         a book that would present immigration not as a subject or issue (let alone as a ‘problem’) but as a narrative, a story, an
         adventure. So the book fell into my lap more or less fully formed: all I had to do was join the dots of his brainwave.

      
      In the event I was slow on the uptake; I stared warily at the gift horse’s mouth, sizing up its considerable teeth. It could
         hardly be a story of the sort you might find in a novel: there wasn’t a cast of characters or an individual consciousness
         (apart from mine) that could learn something as it went along. It would be false, moreover, to propose individual figures
         as ‘representative’ of any one ethnic or national identity, since these are too numerous and tangled already. There is a bias,
         in most sociology, in favour of big numbers and significant categories. But the differences between people may be more telling
         than the similarities. Can a rich merchant from Portugal be lumped in with a destitute peasant from Russia, just because they
         both happen to be Jewish? Can a Hindu represent the Indian diaspora, rather than a Sikh, a Muslim, a Buddhist or a Christian?
         How many nationalities can be squeezed into a single term such as ‘Asian’? Is anyone, in short, ‘typical’? A book that straddled
         so many hundreds of years, and so many millions of people, would have to skate over such distinctions.

      
      I hesitated. But in my hesitation I leafed through histories of Britain, and was struck by the extent to which the topic has been overlooked. Time and again I came across delineations of
         the national character which failed to view it as the product of a cosmopolitan ancestry. They preferred to see it as something
         solidly rooted in the soil and climate, as native and natural as an oak or a hawthorn; or else as something geological, a
         stratum of rock (usually granite) which could be chiselled but not changed. I read accounts of the eighteenth century in which
         slavery was barely mentioned, and surveys of modern times in which immigration cropped up almost in passing, as an inconvenient
         side-issue that had little to do with the central thrust of national life. The truth – that Britain has absorbed foreign genes
         since it was first discovered by continental wanderers – really did seem to have been sidelined. I resolved to take a closer
         look.

      
      Any anxieties about my own eligibility softened on the grounds that if this wasn’t my story to tell, then whose was it? True,
         I wasn’t an immigrant. But I soon saw that we are all immigrants: it simply depends how far back you go. And if personal experience
         is the criterion, it would not be enough for the author to be an immigrant. He or she would have to be part Roman, part German,
         part Danish, part French, part Jewish, part Irish, part Caribbean, part African, part Indian, part Chinese, part Greek, and
         part every other nationality you can think of. No one person could claim to represent the ethnic or religious strands that
         twist their way through this story. I was, I told myself, at least as unqualified as anyone else. I took heart from a line
         by Oscar Wilde: ‘The one duty we owe to history’, he said, ‘is to rewrite it.’ History is not, as has been said, the past
         – it is the story we tell ourselves about the past, what we have instead of the past.

      
      Then there was the perplexing question: was this a book about immigration into Britain or England? The United Kingdom is a
         recent, perhaps temporary federation which has existed only since the Act of Union with Scotland in 1707. If I was narrating
         immigration to England, then by rights I should include migrants from elsewhere in the British Isles – from Wales until 1535,
         and from Scotland until 1707. In the end I decided that to regard these as immigrants rendered the usual implications of the
         term almost meaningless, though I have treated the Irish as international travellers, even in the years when they were fellow nationals.
         I inclined towards a geographical rather than a political definition, and resolved to narrate the passages into Britain, not
         simply England.

      
      The story, however, is anglocentric – above all an English story. The great bulk – 98 per cent – of today’s foreign-born population
         (just under four million) lives in England, and nearly half lives in London. Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have been
         only lightly brushed by this tremendous ethnic and cultural alteration; indeed, this might be one reason why they are able
         to sustain a more coherent (some would say limiting) and folksy form of national pride.

      
      The terms ‘Britain’ and ‘England’ are not, of course, interchangeable, and I have tried to avoid using them as synonyms. As
         a loose geographical description, however, Britain inhabits our history books, dictionaries and everyday speech as the only
         available term. As a result, I have at times used the term ‘Britons’ to refer primarily to the English, simply because there
         is no word for English people – Englons? Englanders? Angles? I am uncomfortably aware, however, that in referring to Britain
         I am often alluding almost wholly to events in England.

      
      As it happens, Britishness (to turn my cards face-up) seems a likeable and relevant idea in this context: it enlarges the
         associations of each component nationality, and makes mini-multiculturalists of us all – or polyculturalists, to use the fashionable
         phrase. Yet the United Kingdom, as has been said, is neither united nor a kingdom any more (indeed, for some odd reason, every
         time I tapped in the word ‘united’ – as in ‘United Kingdom’ – it came out as ‘untied’). Suddenly, and inevitably, we are again
         alert to the pleasures and perils of narrowly defined nationalisms, which seek resonance by being exclusive rather than elastic.
         In England, the cross of St George (a Turkish knight, by all accounts) has been reinvented as a national flag by greetings
         card companies and football fans. Britishness, meanwhile, remains a baggy concept with room for a rich assortment of cultural
         sympathies and identities. A man or woman can cheer for England at the World Cup, Britain at the Olympics, Europe at the Ryder Cup, Scotland against Wales, Sussex in the County Championship,
         and the West Indies in Test matches. Our loyalties can be fluid and overlapping.

      
      In truth, I was keen not to become enmeshed in such abstractions. The whole idea was to narrate the various passages to Britain
         as a story, not as an issue. If there was a eureka moment, it came when I saw that an immigrant is only the glum flipside
         of a much more exciting figure: an emigrant. This sounds (and is) obvious, and if it has any novelty reflects only the fact
         that the subject occupies us less than it should: the cold shoulder which migrants so often encounter may consist of little
         more than a massive, frozen incuriosity. There is a built-in tendency to present immigrants as passive or problematic second-tier
         characters, as guests or mere visitors with certain obligations of deference and gratitude towards their ‘host’. Emigrants
         are much more dashing – adventurous, eager, intrepid, fun. This simple conception drove most of my research. Migrants ceased
         to be the feeble, dependent figures of so much cartoon mythmaking, and became plucky explorers on the sharp, often painful
         edge of social progress.

      
      The book appears at a time when immigration is a major national concern. This is not surprising. The world’s population is
         being shaken both by the ease, speed and cost-effectiveness of modern travel, and the seductive imagery – a bragging form
         of lifestyle one-upmanship – that wealthy nations churn out and broadcast every day. The political heat around the rights
         and wrongs, pros and cons of migration is buffeted by the simple fact that people are swirling across borders faster than
         ever. There are colossal economic and demographic forces greasing the wheels. The West has erected an elaborate paper barricade
         – made up of passports, permits, cards and forms – which aims to prevent the world’s have-nots from encroaching too noisily
         on its haves. But the material rewards of a successful migration from a poor country to a rich one are handsome enough to
         encourage a spirited defiance of such rules. Indeed, the political and technological pressures usually known as globalisation
         (though a better term for this might be ‘Americanisation’) actively promote the modern phenomenon of migration. The liberal insistence on free markets, democratic politics and unregulated corporate power is a potent sponsor
         of cross-border job seeking. Sometimes, as in the case of the Chinese cockleharvesters who died on the treacherous sands of
         Lancashire’s Morecambe Bay in February 2004, it has calamitous consequences. But so enviable are the fruits of migration that
         the amazing thing is not how many attempt it, but how few.

      
      It is strangely easy to forget that immigrants are often, and by definition, entrepreneurial risk-takers and rule-flouters,
         with a keen sense of individual liberty. The big idea of globalisation, for instance, is that the world should uproot the
         barriers to the free flow of trade. Yet few of the world’s richest countries are happy to extend this freedom to the free
         flow of labour. Goods, services, capital – these must be allowed to run free. But people must be shackled at all costs. Is
         this logical? As John Maynard Keynes wrote: ‘Migration is the oldest action against poverty. It selects those who most want
         help. It is good for the country to which they go; it helps break the equilibrium of poverty in the country from which they
         come. What is the perversity in the human soul that causes people to resist so obvious a good?’

      
      This book is not a polemic. But I did start with the premise that immigration is a form of enrichment and renewal, and have
         changed my mind only to the extent that I now find it pointless even to brood on whether it can be described as a ‘good’ or
         a ‘bad’ thing. It is like wondering whether it is good or bad to grow old. Nor can immigration be conceived of as a single
         experience. For the man who meets the woman of his dreams, or makes his fortune, it is a happy process; for the boy knifed
         at a bus stop by a gang of violent bigots, it is a catastrophe. Most migrations are in-between affairs, involving equal portions
         of fulfilment and regret. Encounters between strangers, meanwhile, are rarely straightforward; the mingling of peoples has
         always been accompanied by fear, suspicion and animosity. Migration has never, not for a thousand years, been easy. People
         have rarely been treated as well as they hoped or deserved, and the roll-call of names who have suffered the worst excess
         of bigotry is long.

      
      The urge to divide the world into ‘us’ and ‘them’ is as strong as ever; recent studies indicate that if children are divided into two logical but random groups – blue eyes and brown eyes,
         say – it doesn’t take long before squabbles break out. Men v. women, Blacks v. Whites, Catholics v. Protestants, Hindu v.
         Muslim … sometimes it appears as if most of the world’s energy goes into guarding these corrosive v-signs. Inevitably,
         as the natural barriers against migration grow porous, some raucous voices are raised in protest. But what if ‘we’ are ‘them’,
         and ‘they’ are ‘us’? The thought raises hackles: so much easier to cling to what divides us than what we share. Perhaps we
         need a new word: ‘thus’?

      
      The title invokes a phrase that has, in contrast, rung down the centuries. In medieval times, Englishmen could speak of ‘cursed
         forrainers’; in Victorian times they talked of ‘blasted furriners’. Its an old refrain, a behind-the-hands grumble that has
         long since been co-opted by immigrants themselves. In 1859 Friedrich Engels poked a man in the eye with an umbrella and soon
         heard from the man’s lawyers. ‘Needless to say’, he wrote, ‘these blasted English don’t want to deprive themselves of the
         pleasure of getting their hands on a bloody foreigner.’

      
      The book may not have been my idea, but its faults are all my own. Special thanks are due to Toby Eady, Viv Redman and Philip
         Parr. Above all, thank you to the innumerable scholars whose original work in many specific historical fields I have relied
         on hugely in the course of assembling what follows.

      

   
      
     
      Introduction

      
      Imagine for a moment that we could watch, from some all-seeing camera high in space, the long history of the British Isles
         unfolding before our eyes. Among the brief flashes of light and shade (summer and winter), the most striking sight would be
         the astounding traffic into and out of our ports. Thousands of ships and planes, millions of people, year after year, century
         after century – our country would seem defined by ceaseless comings and goings. We would not see that some of the arrivals
         never leave, or that some of the departures never return. We might not detect the endless mixing and stirring of the population.
         But as the centuries flew past, we would witness the slow advance and steady transformation of a country and a people. It
         would seem an epic story.

      
      It might also seem surprising. We do not always think of Britain as a country settled at a deep level by immigrants. We prefer
         to construct mythologies of the national character as something stable, as a still and virtuous point in an often unruly world.
         Even the most authoritative histories see it as a durable set of genes, ideas and habits, a white page to which, in the last
         few decades, a few multicoloured flourishes have been added. If they mention immigration at all – as, now, they have to –
         they usually present it as a self-contained strand oblique to the main thrust of national progress. The arrival of migrants
         from our former empire is categorised as one of the ‘problems’ or ‘challenges’ faced by postwar society. But the long and
         steady movement of people to these shores before the modern era is forgotten altogether. If anything, we are inclined to think
         of ourselves as the migrants: as a centuries-old race of inquisitive seekers after fresh and unconquered lands.

      
      It is true that Britons have been relentless travellers ever since the invention of the sail. The heyday of empire saw British
         ships, laden with British families, criss-crossing the world in search of favourable spots for their farms, chapels, vineyards,
         plantations, factories, shipping companies, banks or mines. This tradition has not died: indeed, until the apocalyptic-sounding
         year of 1984, twentieth-century Britain was a net exporter of people. Between 1961 and 1981, usually thought of as a time of energetic immigration (according to Enoch Powell and later
         Mrs Thatcher, who famously pointed out the dangers of being ‘swamped’), we ran up a deficit of over a million people. The
         postwar generations headed for the colonies (or ex-colonies), just as their predecessors had done. This time they went not
         as missionaries and administrators, but as roving employees or businessmen – economic migrants, to use the fashionable phrase.
         But just like the earliest settlers, the modern British emigrants sought a better, freer life in sunnier climes, with fresher
         vegetables, looser morals, fewer nosy neighbours and a pool rather than a pond.

      
      Several million Britons live overseas today, and we rarely dispute their right to do so. Over a hundred thousand reside, to
         take just one example, on the French Riviera, along the glossy strip of coast between Toulon and Monaco. How we envy them.
         Emigration is one thing: it strikes us as daring and sprightly. But immigration is something else. It is one of those grim,
         unsettling words that clangs on our consciences as a duty, an issue – a burden. Of course, it has been and will continue to
         be all of these things. Britain’s surliness towards foreigners is legendary and well documented. Yet immigration – more grandly
         defined or imagined – is not only one of the biggest stories of British life; it is also one of the most resonant, and one
         of the oldest. Ever since the first Jute, the first Saxon, the first Roman and the first Dane leaped off their boats and planted
         their feet on British mud, we have been a mongrel nation. Our roots are neither clean nor straight; they are impossibly tangled.

      
      Why, then, are we so fond of believing that Britishness consisted of some smooth and harmonious racial archetype until the postwar arrival of several million black and brown faces from the
         Tropics? Overseas settlers have been coming here for centuries. There were French Jews in London, Lincoln, York and Norwich
         in the twelfth century; the Elizabethan age brought Italian musicians, German businessmen and even Africans, pressed by the
         first piratical stirrings of the slave trade. Protestants from the Low Countries, seeking religious tolerance, brought new
         trades and kick-started the Industrial Revolution in the same period. Huguenot refugees arrived from France en masse in the seventeenth century, creating a vibrant commercial atmosphere, as did Greek Christians fleeing the Turks (a church
         was built in Soho for the Archbishop of Samos in 1677). Cromwell readmitted Jews, and the coronation of William III attracted
         a substantial Dutch population. The heyday of the slave trade brought many black Africans (in 1768 the number of black Londoners
         was put at 20,000 out of 600,000 – a sizeable proportion, though, like all such statistics, it is probably exaggerated). So
         the eighteenth century, which seems in our cartoon imaginations a civilised era, all Vanbrugh and Handel (both immigrants),
         all ballgowns and girls on swings, was busy with black servants running errands or selling pies. They were the lucky ones
         who had escaped the transports from Liverpool. Some of them married, baptised their children and were buried – all in England.

      
      The Hanoverian monarchs opened fraternal links with Germany, and Victorian Britain hummed with human traffic from all over
         Europe: scientists, engineers, teachers, labourers, maids, sailors and (following the failed revolutions of 1848) political
         dissidents and intellectuals. Some 400,000 Irish people – refugees from the potato famine – came to Manchester, Liverpool,
         London and Glasgow in the 1840s, transforming and reshaping the character of those cities (and while they may, constitutionally,
         have been British, they were certainly not treated as such). Some 40,000 Italians fled the Mediterranean and, although they
         were headed for America, settled here; roughly 50,000 Germans were living here by the end of the century. And the Tsarist
         pogroms in Russia brought perhaps 150,000 Jewish evacuees in the 1890s. Many settled in London’s East End; others made their
         homes in Leeds, Bradford, Manchester, and all stations between Hull and Liverpool – the classic route onwards to America. The imperial fleets were meanwhile sucking Indian
         (Lascars) and Chinese seamen on to our ships and into our ports (the world’s oldest Chinatown is in Liverpool). Migrant workers
         from all the lands on which the sun never set subtly changed British life – or at least laid the foundations for the not-so-subtle
         changes that would follow.

      
      Each migration was an adventure: indeed, it is amazing how often an immigrant’s journey closely resembles a heroic escape
         – risky boat rides, midnight treks, cars nosing through dark woods, disguises, the barking of police dogs, hiding-places,
         secret papers, close shaves, nail-biting escapes and whispers. Yet we habitually see immigrants not as brave voyagers but
         as needy beggars. Is it asking too much that we look for ways to celebrate the part they have played in our history, instead
         of clinging to narrower definitions of British or English identity?

      
      The story of immigration has been anything but smooth or uneventful. But then it is doubtful that any nation could have assimilated
         the arrival of so many people from overseas without stress, and Britain is not unique in falling far short of the ideal. The
         overseas explorers on these shores have found the natives anything but friendly: our social history includes regular and vindictive
         race riots. The Huguenots, the Irish, the Jews, the Poles, the Protestant refugees from Germanic Europe, and more recent immigrants
         from Africa, the Caribbean, India and Asia, have all, in their turn, attracted sometimes furious hatred. They have had to
         defend themselves, sometimes with their fists (or worse). There is a shamefully long catalogue of violent reprisals against
         foreigners, and it is added to nearly every day. Blatant racism is deep, ugly, endemic and hard to dislodge. There have been
         many famous flashpoints just in recent memory. If a monument were to be erected for the victims of racial hatred, it would
         require space for an awful lot of names.

      
      But it is equally possible to say that in their vexed and stumbling way these islands have been more adaptable than the stereotype
         of stiff, unyielding John Bull Britishness usually implies. Britain’s frequent hostility to immigrants is balanced by many acts of routine kindness between the races. Individual open-mindedness
         has often defeated our nastier streak, though it is less well recorded, inspiring no court cases, no White Papers, no shocked
         headlines, no urgent documentaries.

      
      Besides, now that the modern sky is so crowded with planes, all countries are having to grapple with tensions between their
         historic national self-imagery and the rich plurality of lifestyles they are obliged to accommodate. The agitations of national
         or ethnic pride stir the politics of country after country, usually in a bloody manner. But Britain, for all its high-profile
         failings, has not seen ‘ethnic cleansing’ on the scale of Bosnia, Rwanda, Uganda… or Nazi Germany. Enoch Powell famously
         predicted ‘a river foaming with blood’, and is often held up as an archetype of British racism – as the mouthpiece for a universal
         British hatred of the immigrant. But Powell was shouted down and sacked. He has also been proved wrong. His precious river
         might be shamefully flecked with blood, but it is not foaming, and never has been.

      
      Debates on this subject are invariably fought between optimists and pessimists. The pessimists would say that modern Britain
         is irretrievably racist. Optimists counter that Britain’s record is better than almost anywhere else; that we haven’t done
         too badly, all things considered. Both sides take Britain to be a singular entity, that can be personified and judged – guilty
         or otherwise. But ‘Britain’ has always been mixed and mutable. It can harbour good intentions alongside bad ones. So ‘we’
         are at once guilty and not guilty; ‘we’ profited hugely (and iniquitously) from slavery, but also supported the rebellion
         against it. Neither cancels out the other. An accurate estimate of the British character must allow room for both strands.

      
      There are other contradictions in the immigration debate. The traditional right-wing–left-wing divide, the contrast between
         a conservative and a progressive cast of thought, is skewed in this area. Logic suggests that right-wingers should be pro-immigration
         (on laissez-faire grounds, and because it brings the supply of cheap labour on which free enterprise relies). Left-wingers,
         meanwhile, with their faith in the idea that personal liberties should be subordinated to the collective interest, might be
         expected to be suspicious of liberal migration laws, with their individualistic flavour. Yet these positions are usually reversed. Free-marketeers
         cling to a nationalism which resists any attempt to upset the status quo (not so much laissez-faire as laissez- nous faire); while leftists, anxious to harness the springs of wealth-creation to the cogs of social justice, classify immigrants
         as needy refugees, potential subscribers to an egalitarian world view. This reflex sometimes leads to misunderstandings. I
         once met an Indian businessman who had sat in on several government meetings about overseas development. ‘The funny thing
         about New Labour’, he said, stifling a smile, ‘is that they think if you’re Indian, then you must be left-wing.’

      
      Champions of a liberal approach to immigration, for their part, often bump into the awkward fact that some immigrants can
         be far from liberal. What then? Is it a contradiction for a liberal society to insist that it is willing to tolerate everything
         except intolerance?

      
      In any event such conversations – however worthwhile and necessary – obscure the extent to which immigration is a story. And,
         like all the best stories, it has happy moments as well as sad ones, comedies as well as tragedies. The list of shameful episodes
         is long, and growing longer every day. But there are uplifting tales, too – of people remaking their lives. The immigrant
         experience is not uniform: some people come hurriedly, as refugees; others to seek their fortunes. Many find heartache, but
         many have prospered. It has been a momentous adventure both for each individual and for the nation they have settled in and
         reshaped. Gradually, as the generations have passed, the new population has repeatedly managed to slip past the obstacles
         (even now: Britain has the highest rate of interracial marriage in Europe). The story is not – never can be – complete, but
         the way Britain has absorbed new people in the last thousand years may be seen as a rough-edged tribute to its sometimes taciturn
         receptiveness.

      
      Either way, the seeds of a new country have been thoroughly sown. As the story marches on, we can see a constant tussle between
         kind and cruel impulses, an exhausting two-steps-forward–one-step-back dance towards the Utopian idea of a pluralist, happy,
         cosmopolitan country.

      
      
      The metaphors for immigration are usually aquatic: we talk of floods and tides, of being swamped or drowned. We might do better
         to think of Britain as a lake refreshed by one stream that bubbles in and another that trickles out. The fish might squabble
         and at times attack one another; conditions sometimes favour the pike, sometimes the minnow. Every so often the incoming stream
         stirs the still pond, but over time the lake adapts and develops a new, unexpected ecology. Without the oxygen generated by
         fresh water, it would stagnate.

      
      The modern story of immigration – the explosion encouraged by mass-market air travel – seems a fitting epilogue to the saga
         of the British Empire, the backwash of our long, volatile relationship with those remote dominions bound by the Union Flag.
         If this catches us by surprise, then it is a reflection of the incurious attitude we managed to maintain towards our empire
         for so long. One of the things that immigrants bring with them is a fresh and appraising eye for our own past.

      
      In any case, it is hardly the first time that Britain has been refreshed by foreign blood. And it will not be the last. All
         over Europe, economists are nervously scanning demographic trends and tripping over one inescapable fact: if national economies
         are going to grow at a level sufficient to provide pensions for the existing working population, then serious immigration
         is a necessity, whatever anyone feels about it. Few politicians choose to spell this out as boldly as they should. But immigration,
         far from being a threat to our way of life, might one day turn out to be quite the opposite: our best hope.

      
      If the story of immigration remains to an odd extent untold, it must partly be because all discussions of the subject swiftly
         turn into conversations about politics and social justice; into debates about rights, racism, multiculturalism and so on.
         There is nothing wrong with this: these are important and necessary debates. But somewhere in this process of abstraction
         the story itself is diminished, becomes the premise of an argument rather than a drama in its own right. It becomes an issue
         – with pros and cons, and arguments on both sides – encouraging us to be either for or against, according to some crude or subtle measure of socio-political reasoning. It becomes a contest between groups, instead
         of a tale that resonates on the individual level. Because, above all, immigration is a journey: it involves the packing of
         cases, tearful goodbyes, a fluttering in the stomach at the crossing of time zones and weather systems, sleepless nights,
         anxious moments at passport control, exhausting encounters with bureaucracy, an eagerness for new worlds shot through with
         nostalgia for abandoned ones, a web of kept and broken promises, surprises and disappointments. This tends to be overlooked
         when debates deal in numbers, and are fuelled by defences of or attacks on our ‘record’.

      
      The story of British immigration may also have been neglected because it is so diffuse. We cannot identify a singular migration,
         like the Great Trek of the Boers, or the massive Irish and Italian evacuations to America: individual events with specific
         causes, sharp borders and distinctive icons. There is no Ellis Island, no vision of a magnificent, torch-bearing Liberty,
         in the story of British immigration. Instead, Britain has absorbed migrants at a thousand points and times. Its history is
         the sum of countless muddled and contradictory experiences. There are happy stories and sad stories, hard-luck stories and
         success stories, love stories and murder mysteries. It requires a good deal of fabrication and a hearty lack of curiosity
         to lump the dizzying varieties of immigration – from Huguenot weavers and Indian shopkeepers to South African dentists, from
         Polish fighter pilots to Jamaican fishermen, from refugee orphans to Russian aristocrats – under a single heading. Some came
         on steamers from the Caribbean, some trekked overland in the back of lorries, as stowaways or penniless refugees (though a
         rarely acknowledged fact about refugees is that a high proportion of them are middle class: it takes both means and aspirations
         to cross half the world, however uncomfortably). Some have come on lilos, in the wheel wells of aircraft, in airless trucks
         or beneath cross-Channel trains. Others encountered England at Eton, or Sandhurst, or through investment banks, or in the
         first-class lounge.

      
      Immigration has given us many institutions that seem built into our heritage: Rothschilds, Warburgs, Barings, Reuters and
         Cazenove in the City; Marks & Spencer and Dollond & Aitchison in the high street; Trust House Forte and Tesco on our ring roads. Our native architecture has been catalogued by a German,
         Pevsner. Then there are the literary figures who would not be here if they or their parents had not fixed their sights on
         Britain – T. S. Eliot, Joseph Conrad, Harold Pinter, Salman Rushdie, V. S. Naipaul, Germaine Greer, Doris Lessing and many
         others. The most prominent modern historian of these islands, Simon Schama, is himself the son of an immigrant. Immigration
         has given us shady tycoons (Robert Maxwell), respected generals (Peter de la Billière), noted intellectuals (George Steiner),
         amazing musicians (Alfred Brendel) and brilliant athletes (Linford Christie). There is much more to this story than the drug-dealing
         yardies and fiery clerics often deployed as immigrant archetypes. Not everyone knows that nearly a third of Britain’s army
         in the First World War consisted of overseas troops. The Great War remains, to most people, a testament of doomed British
         youth, the cream of a generation mown down in the poppy fields of Flanders. But a million and a half Indians fought in the
         war, and regiments from Africa and the Caribbean were quick to join the fray.

      
      Other aspects of British history reveal our multicultural roots to be deeper than we sometimes imagine. The first Indian MP
         was elected in 1892, and the first black footballer played (for Spurs and Northampton) long before the Great War. Two of the
         boxing champions of the nineteenth century were immigrants: Thomas Molineaux was a freed slave; Ted Lewis – the showbiz name
         for Gershon Mendaloff – was the son of immigrant Jews from northern Europe.

      
      Britain has always been invigorated by foreign people and influences, has always been a cross-breed (and it is a characteristic
         of racial thinking to reckon that only thoroughbreds are worth cultivating). It was formed, in the first place, by a thousand
         years of invasions, from Rome’s to William the Conqueror’s. So there may be a few remote Welsh villages that can claim kinship
         with ancestral Britons, but they certainly form an exclusive club. While the bones of a Stone Age man unearthed recently in
         the Cheddar Gorge contained DNA that has survived in at least one contemporary Somerset man, that DNA has long since been
         threaded, plaited, twisted and embroidered with other strands. Most of us, even those who claim direct descent from Cheddar Gorge Man, have
         immigrant ancestors somewhere in the dense foliage of our family trees, whether we like it or not.

      
      Our national religion is Middle Eastern (via Greece, Rome and Germany), and was brought here by the Western world’s first
         continental drifters, the monks and scholars who roved across Europe. Our language is a fluid compound of German, Roman, Greek
         and French, and our desert-island books, our national classics, are the offspring of migrants. The Bible is a translation;
         Sir Lancelot is French; Hamlet is Danish; Shakespeare’s blank verse came from Virgil; his sonnets descend from Petrarch. Many
         of our most popular trees and flowers are immigrants. When the ice retreated the land was impoverished and supported only
         a tiny number of plant species. The Romans are known to have transplanted the sweet chestnut, the walnut,* the fig and the leek; the Normans carried the seeds of French botany; and the great explorations of empire captured nasturtiums
         from South America, heather from South Africa, rhododendrons from the Himalayas, hebes from New Zealand, hostas from China
         and Japan, busy lizzies and begonias from India and gypsophila from Siberia. Lilies, fuchsias, marigolds and magnolia came
         as strangers and had to adapt to a new climate.

      
      All the rhetoric that seeks to depict modern immigration into Britain as a hazard, putting at risk a thousand-year way of
         life, plays false with the historical truth: Britain has always accommodated strangers. One of the reasons why it has been
         able to absorb so many overseas citizens in recent times is that people have been settling here since time began. Immigration
         is an old, old story, one that defines the texture of British life every bit as significantly as our grand heritage of stately
         homes – many of which themselves have immigrant foundations.

      
      Of course, over the centuries, there have been shifts in the ideology of national identity. Does it derive from place: the landscape, the soft pastures and hills, the pastoral ideal for which wars have been fought? Is it a set of manners or codes:
         fair play, thrift and hard work (in the Utopian vision) to which all can aspire? Or is it a question of birth and blood? As
         Ford Madox Ford pointed out, the first English king, on school rulers, is a foreigner, William the Conqueror, and it is odd
         how he often seems more ‘English’ than the crude, hapless Harold, speared – we like to believe – in the eye by an arrow at
         Hastings.

      
      In the high noon of empire, many true-born Englishmen raised in the Tropics clung fiercely to their customs: teatime, cricket,
         horseracing, bridge, gin. To the British expat, nationality was and is a quality deriving from a revered set of characteristics,
         manners and values. But this desire for reminders of home is often interpreted as ‘ingratitude’ when it is displayed by migrants
         to these islands. We are shocked if they do not wish to renounce the world they came from. We demand that, when in London,
         they behave like Londoners.

      
      The pressure of modern migration has led successive politicians to seek narrower definitions of the national character, more
         dangerously rooted in hotter questions of blood and birth. Today there are competing – or warring – ideas of Englishness and
         Britishness, and the debate will intensify as ‘Britain’ loses credibility as a binding agent. Already, Britishness seems,
         in the political arguments, an old-fashioned imposition; but unlike many national identities it is by definition inclusive.
         It might at least be possible for an African or Indian citizen to feel ‘Black British’, since Britishness is itself a big
         tent. It may be harder for anyone to feel ‘Black English’, let alone ‘Black Scottish’ or ‘Black Welsh’.

      
      Daniel Defoe long ago satirised the idea that there was any such thing as an ethnically coherent idea of Englishness. In his
         famous 1700 poem ‘The True-Born Englishman’ – written partly to curry favour with England’s new Dutch king – he emphasised
         the stew of foreign influences that bubbled in the English cauldron. It would make a neat contemporary national anthem:

      
      
         Thus from a mixture of all kinds began

         That Het’rogenous Thing, an Englishman:

    
In eager Rapes, and furious Lust begot,
         

         Between a painted Briton and a Scot:

         Whose gend’ring offspring quickly learned to bow,

         And yoke their heifers to the Roman plough:

         From whence a mongrel half-bred race there came,

         With neither Name nor Nation, Speech or Fame,

         In whose hot Veins new Mixtures quickly ran,

         Infus’d betwixt a Saxon and a Dane.

         While their rank Daughters, to their Parents just

         Received all nations with Promiscuous Lust.

        

         …

       

         For Englishmen to boast of generation

         Cancels their Knowledge and lampoons the Nation.

         A true born Englishman’s a Contradiction

         In Speech an Irony, in Fact a Fiction.

      

      
      This is, if anything, more true today than when he wrote it. Britain has an amnesiac streak, however, when it comes to acknowledging
         the immigrant blood in her veins.

      
      The transforming movement of recent decades is of a new and spectacular order. The postwar labour shortage created a vacuum
         which sucked in workers from Europe (345,000 of them), as well as from the collapsing (or liberated) empire. How did they
         travel? Where did they go (and why)? What did they encounter? What did they abandon? How did they juggle their previous selves
         with their new situation? How did they cope with the upheaval? How did they reshape both their own lives and the everyday
         dynamics of life in Britain? We rarely ponder the answer to such questions.

      
      Nor are we always alert or sympathetic to the classic quandary that faces all such migrants: they might come with one eye
         fixed optimistically on the prospect of a bright future in new surroundings; but the other is always glancing over their shoulder
         at the home they have left. The process can be chastening. The West Indian playwright and poet E. A. Markham wrote: ‘Though
         there was no particular trauma in leaving home, there was some dismay in England to find the general assumption was that you had left nothing of value behind.’1 That is a sad comment on the fearful indifference of the country in which he came to live. This may be a reflection of the
         extent to which racial prejudice is often an abrasive form of incuriosity. Despite several centuries of global adventuring
         (or perhaps because of them), Britons are characterised by a marked lack of interest in anyone else. This famous insularity
         may at best lead to a live-and-let-live state of affairs in which, so long as the neighbours are not bothering anyone they
         can do as they damn well please. But at its worst it can curdle into vicious hostility. The demonisation of asylum seekers
         as indolent scroungers obscures the fact that immigrants are by definition entrepreneurs. No one more gloriously passes the
         test proposed by Norman Tebbit’s disdainful insistence that people should get on their bikes in search of work than those
         who have crossed the world in search of a better life. In another, parallel, irony many of those quickest to oppose the persistent
         desire of migrant workers to come to Britain are also the quickest to exploit the cheap labour they offer. Their houses are
         cleaned, cars washed, extensions built, coffees mixed, drinks served and children cared for on the cheap, and often in the
         tax-evading invisible economy, by migrant workers.

      
      Much of what immigration has brought is a matter of texture. Britain’s cities embrace an infinite number of flavours or ornaments
         of immigration – in fashion, music, literature, architecture, retail habits and every sort of food, from curry to cappuccino,
         from Chinese takeaways and kebabs to pizzas, watermelons and cantaloupes. There are hundreds of different churches, and thousands
         of cosmopolitan cafés and shops. And as the generations of immigrants advance, British life begins to be more thoroughly (and
         equitably) porous. Indian newsagents send their children to smart private schools to study medicine, law or economics, so
         that they will not have to get up at dawn to sort the day’s papers. The language of rights assumes a non-racist, egalitarian
         plateau which is still only barely in view; but though the process of assimilation is a never-ending story of ups and downs,
         gives and takes, it inches its way onwards through a swirl of triumphs and disasters. And, like a sculpture chiselled by thousands of sometimes clashing hammers, the face of the nation is constantly changing.

      
      In a way it is not a story at all, in the fabular sense of the word; it is a pageant, a picaresque, a jumble of remarkable
         tales. French Protestants, Jews, Hungarians, Indians, Greeks, Ukrainians, Africans, Cypriots, Chinese, Poles, Nigerians, Italians,
         Germans, Swiss, South Americans, Caribbean islanders – some slaves, some millionaires – have been drawn by history or pushed
         by tragedy. Some have made happy landings; others have found disillusion and misfortune. Many have met bitter racial hostility
         – though immigration is far from being a black-and-white affair: immigrants have jostled one another every bit as aggressively
         as they have been jostled by the so-called Anglo-Saxons. This is often ignored by those seeking improved race relations, who
         fear that if we look too hard at the trees we will fail to notice the size and darkness of the wood. But among the worst enemies
         of the Russian Jews who arrived as harassed refugees at the end of the nineteenth century were the already assimilated Jews,
         who saw the newcomers as an embarrassing challenge to their own relatively prosperous social order. The same unhappy paradigms
         are acted out today in the animosity felt by some West Indians towards Africans, say; or in the local enmities that animate
         the lives of some Asians in Britain. It often feels safer to cling to generalisations in these delicate fields: almost everyone
         wishes to avoid seeming racially insensitive. But generalisations that attempt to squeeze a Chinese woman into a category
         labelled ‘Black ’n’ Asian’, or assumes common ground between Pakistani Muslims and Indian Hindus, to take just two examples,
         are always going to miss more points than they hit. One of the many ironies in the story of immigration is the speed with
         which immigrants come to share our national resentment of foreigners.

      
      The pages that follow will seek to catch the drama and the flavours (there is no one prevailing flavour) of this remarkable
         collective adventure. Britain has been and remains both resistant and accommodating. Every time we sip our ultra-English cups
         of tea we can, if we wish, savour echoes of the forced labour that cropped the leaves in Asia, or the bent backs of the slaves whose sweaty efforts gave us our sugar lumps. Both on the individual and
         on the collective level (a national metamorphosis) the story swarms with contrasts, some inspiring, some quite the opposite.

      
      Tolerance and assimilation have moved at a crawl for each successive group of immigrants. The Huguenots of the sixteenth century
         continued to speak French for a hundred years; the Iberian Jews of the next century hung on to their Portuguese for a similar
         length of time. It seems that the original immigrants need to die before their descendants can accept themselves – and become
         accepted – as truly British. But maybe our modern world can move more rapidly. The first stream of postwar immigrants has
         had a bitter struggle for acceptance, let alone equality, but this has already developed into an intricate politics of identity
         and citizenship. And the received wisdom (sometimes known as prejudice) can change more swiftly than we tend to think. When
         Indians and Pakistanis first began to arrive in large numbers, for instance, they were compared unfavourably with the West
         Indians. A 1958 government working party contrasted ‘the skilled character and proven industry of the West Indians with the
         unskilled and largely lazy Asians … feckless individuals who make a beeline for National Assistance’. This stereotype
         has long been upended – if only to be replaced by others that are equally limiting and unjust.

      
      But while ideological disputes circle, immigrants have their lives to get on with – taking lovers, husbands and wives, being
         jilted, having children, saving or losing money, drinking with pals, going to church, dancing the night away, scoring centuries,
         dreaming of better things, nursing grievances or thanking their lucky stars. In so doing, they offer the established residents
         of these islands something as profound as it is neglected: they hold out the possibility of being British by choice, not by
         birth. Anglo-Saxon literature dignifies blood above all else; it sanctifies the slaughter of anyone who threatens or challenges
         the kin or comitatus. A cousin is prized more highly than a lover. But Anglo-Saxon literature is uncouth, bloodthirsty and a thousand years old.
         Surely we can give more recent and civilised ideas a little pirouette in the limelight. The more refined idea of nationhood
         proposed implicitly by all immigrants, and rejected with vehemence by a few self-styled ‘true Brits’, coincides usefully with the continuing deregulation
         of the global market place. In the future, perhaps nations too can best be thought of as competing brands. Perhaps, to borrow
         the rhetoric of the free market, our future depends on our devising a product attractive enough to compete in the dog-eat-dog
         atmosphere of the global economy. Far from attempting to deter immigrants, one can even imagine a system of recruitment in
         which nations compete to attract the brightest and best migrants. Perhaps countries will one day behave like corporations,
         interviewing and hiring (and firing) applicants according to their own remorseless logic. Of course, there might have to be
         a relaunch, with bells and whistles, and dancing girls, and a live webcam link-up. The brand might need a new logo (or flag);
         it might even require a new name: Britland or, if we want to emphasise our buoyant, freewheeling new nature, Swingland. And
         the ideas for which this new nation stands will almost certainly need to be codified, documented and ritualised into an allegiance
         not to crown and country, land and blood, but to a set of principles: fair play (if you like), justice, tolerance, dynamism,
         opportunity, inclusiveness.

      
      There is nothing new in these precepts. It is only a question of giving them a try, on the grounds that immigration is, apart
         from anything else, the sincerest form of flattery.

      

   
     
      
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      The Invaders

      
      The very first immigrant to arrive in the British Isles, some 25,000 years ago, would have been hard put to say exactly where he was, and not only because he could barely speak. He would have been serenely unaware of anything so modern and pointless as his (or anyone else’s) nationality. He was simply part of the advance guard of Homo sapiens, stepping out on its irrepressible march into all the lands on earth. He would have picked his way, not necessarily in a straight line, through the marshy regions exposed by the thawing of the Arctic snow. With the end of the Ice Age, a habitable land – boggy tundra which slowly bloomed into lush forest – was beginning to emerge above the melting snow. Our man, a hunter-scavenger from the south, needed neither a passport nor even a boat; he could have wandered unchecked through the thick woods that in those interglacial days connected the British peninsula to mainland Europe.

      
      Perhaps he was trailing a mammoth, a bison or a moose; perhaps he was fleeing a rival in love; or took a wrong turn in the Netherlands. Maybe he stopped for a reviving drink at one of the chalky streams in the Kent area, found the water delicious, and decided to stay for a while. It must have seemed a happy place, with woods full of boar and deer, and sweet lakes jumping
         with fish. Did he realise what he had stumbled on – an entirely new country? Did it occur to him, as he huddled by his fire and listened to the wolves, that he could declare himself king of
         this damp landscape, and rule in lonely majesty for ever? We’ll never know. All we can infer (from the archaeological shards
         dug up in Berkshire, Devon and Yorkshire) is that the first Britons, whoever they were and however they came, arrived from
         elsewhere. The land was once utterly uninhabited. Then people came.*

      
      Thousands of years later, in 7000 BC or thereabouts, global warming melted the ice cap and raised the sea level. Water broke
         through the fragile chalk bridge that connected the peninsula to the continent and filled the Straits of Dover. But Homo sapiens had advanced a lot in the intervening years and was able to overcome this new barrier. Neolithic, Stone Age people came in
         light skin boats, cleared land, reared animals and raised crops. The local cavemen could stone a deer, light a fire and suck
         the marrow out of bones, but not much else. The newcomers knew what a spade was. They were small (not much more than five
         feet tall) but tough. They took a particular liking to the chalky downland (easy to till) in Berkshire and Wiltshire, and
         filled the countryside on either side of the Ridgeway, and on the fringe of Salisbury Plain, with their villages, mounds, barrows, earthworks.

      
      A thousand miles to the south and east, great civilisations were beginning to spring up, in Egypt and Mesopotamia: people
         were learning advanced new ways to cultivate and irrigate the land, build towns, monuments and roads, work together, enslave
         one another and domesticate animals. Over several thousand years these new forms of human knowledge drifted towards Britain
         in the minds and mouths of migrants.

      
      It would be several more millennia before the next wave of immigration broke upon our shores. It was an invasion, more or
         less. The Beaker people came from the Rhine basin about a thousand years before the Romans. They were escaping the tribal turmoil of Central Europe and pushing west towards the known edge of the world. They too came by boat: back then, the Rhine
         met the Thames in the swamp that is now the North Sea. Whatever other attractions Britain held, it was above all the place
         where the river led, which helps explain why they set up camps along the Thames valley. They came armed with bronze swords,
         and seem, in the dim light of posterity, to have been relatively civilised: they were clever potters (hence their name) and
         redoubtable engineers – it was they (probably) who contrived the remarkable movement of stones from Wales across the Severn
         to complete Stonehenge. That grand feat alone suggests that they brought a new level of social organisation to British life.
         It is even possible (given the prominence bestowed on women in their burial mounds) that they were pioneer feminists.

      
      But we are already committing a historiographical faux pas. Prehistory is an unknown quantity, and it is too easy to infer, from the bones and beads unearthed by modern archaeologists,
         that successive waves of migrants ‘brought’ progress, carrying new ideas like so much hand baggage. Historians have a term
         for such thinking: ‘invasion fallacy’. The reality was probably much more subtle. Not everything arrives fully formed; innovations
         are not smoothly imported. They engage with and are shaped by local conditions. We do not know, for instance, that the Beaker
         people ‘brought’ bronze to these islands, thus creating the energetic manufacture and use of weapons that is an enduring hallmark
         of human life.* Ancient Britain had its own supplies of copper and tin; the Beaker people may have worked with native smelters. Even at this
         early stage we have to tiptoe between tempting generalisations.

      
      At some point in that long-lost Bronze Age, however, Britain was also populated by southern Europeans pushing north, looking
         perhaps for somewhere cooler, or for easier hunting. The Latin temperament arrived long before the Romans came, saw and conquered.
         ‘Some Iberian blood’, wrote the historian G. M. Trevelyan, ‘probably flows in the veins of every modern Englishman; more in the average Scot, most in the Welsh and Irish.’1 With hindsight, this is a clumsy assertion: it does not seem to have occurred to Trevelyan, even in a chapter titled ‘The
         Mingling of the Races’, that Indian or African blood could possibly qualify as ‘English’. Nor does he regard ‘mingling’ as
         an untidy process: in his hands, it becomes the expert stirring of ingredients by a skilled chef, labouring to perfect that
         unique and unrepeatable recipe: the Englishman. But Trevelyan is right that the dark, romantic look we often think of as Celtic
         is more likely to be Mediterranean in origin. The Celts, with their fair skin and red hair, were nowhere near Britain at this
         time. They were still happily brandishing their swords and howling at one another east of the Alps.

      
      Nevertheless, in most modern accounts, the Celts are presented as indigenous Britishers, victimised aborigines of these islands,
         oppressed down the centuries by cruel invaders from Italy, Germany, France and (in the new folklores of Scotland, Wales and
         Ireland) England. In fact, the whole notion of our ‘Celtic heritage’ is a subject of warm historical dispute. The idea that
         a single tribe called the Celts overran these islands from Gaul, bringing with them the Gaelic language (from Gaulish), is
         now sharply contested. Yet we still find it easy to invoke our ‘Celtic fringe’ as if it were the genuine repository of a rich
         pagan past. There are indeed many genuine links between ancient Celtic languages and stories but there is also a good deal
         of political propaganda in the creation of binding national folklores.* This is sharpened by a New Age thirst for cool pagan signs of ancient spirituality. Quite who the Celts were is a much more
         difficult question. The Greeks referred to the barbarians to their north as keltoi, but this is skimpy evidence that they were a settled, ethnically coherent Central European tribe. The ‘Celts’ – the popular
         name for all the Iron Age peoples who fought their way into France and Britain – were advanced in ironwork and other crafts:
         they loved elaborate goblets and brooches (and shields). They also loved carousing, making merry and feasting. Traditional history has them coming as invaders,
         and unusually vicious ones at that: tearing west out of Eastern Europe, they sack Rome like football hooligans at an away
         match, and don’t pause for breath until they hit the ocean. This is now considered unlikely. The brave Gauls with their magic
         potion who fought off the Romans in the Asterix cartoons were Celts, all right. But the ancient people of the British islands
         may not have been of the same stock: they might simply have absorbed, to varying degrees, their customs and habits.

      
      Either way, there were no Celts on this side of the Channel until a few hundred years BC. And no one even thought to call
         them ‘Celtic’ until the eighteenth century AD, when it became useful to find a term that distinguished the brave, poetic,
         freedom-loving populations of Wales, Scotland and Ireland from their thin-lipped English oppressors.* The Celts were arrivistes. But the Romans didn’t know that. So when the legions began to arrive in force a century after Julius Caesar’s expeditionary
         raids in 55 and 54 BC, they assumed that they were dealing with an ancient Celtic province, thus buttressing the legendary
         status of the Celts. The Druids did indeed hold sway, and there were Celtic names for certain rivers and towns – Avon, Severn,
         Thames, Leeds – which survive today, but these islands were divided among many warring tribes. The Romans arrived and fought
         most of them: the Iceni, the Brigantes, the Belgae, the Cantii and the Brythonic. The Romans took the last of those names,
         gave it a Latin twist, and called us Britons. We should be grateful: we could have gone down in history as Brigands.

      
      Whatever the truth about Celtic society, it does seem undeniable that it was overpowered by the Romans. They brought – and
         in this case we can use the word without reservation – a quite new concept of social order. They built the famous lattice of roads
         radiating out from London that is still visible in today’s atlases: according to one estimate, three-quarters of the roads
         in southern England echo the Roman layout. They not only founded towns, but introduced the idea of towns itself. They planted
         a rough legal framework, the rudiments of finance, a calendar, the first sprigs of Christianity, the Latin language, an architecture
         based on stone rather than wood, new culinary habits, superb industrial skills in engineering and glass, novel sports and
         games, and a distinctive idle lifestyle based on country houses: more than six hundred villas were built during the occupation.
         They even introduced Britons to the idea of the bedroom – Celtic huts consisted only of a single space for eating and sleeping.
         Roman merchants and traders followed in the wake of the invasion, married Britannic women, and made lives here. London became
         a trading post for tin, pearls and slaves (for years, Britain was known as ‘the tin islands’). British oysters gathered near
         Anglesey were shipped off in tanks of sea water and were ‘prized’ in Rome itself.

      
      The Romans were impressed by more than mere shellfish, though: Caesar himself was notably struck by the Druids. But he probably
         shared Tacitus’ view that ‘we are dealing with barbarians’. The Romans may have been happy to plunder the resources of Britain,
         but they were certainly never going to adopt British customs: they lived exactly as they would have in Rome. They were not
         farmers, and did not settle the land, as most invaders do: they lived like modern-day expats, in warm, handsome haciendas,
         surrounded by walls to keep out the plebs.

      
      The Roman occupation lasted for nearly four hundred years. But few of the Roman overseers were Italian, and the army was composed
         of Gauls, Hungarians, Germans and even North Africans. So, among its other achievements, Rome introduced the first black faces
         into the British landscape: the skull of an African girl was found in an Anglo-Saxon burial ground in Suffolk, and an inscription
         in Durham records the life of a Syrian. But, while the occupiers were a multi-ethnic crowd, they were culturally of one mind,
         and over the centuries the Britons were Romanised too: they wore togas, learned to have baths, shaved, drank wine, sent their sons to school, perhaps even had a stab at rhetoric. The
         wilder tribes were never truly tamed, so the Romans herded them into the mountains in the north and west (Scotland, Wales
         and Cornwall) and left them there, behind imposing walls and garrisons. Some of these Britons took to their boats and drifted
         south across the Channel to the French coast, where they inspected the familiar rocky landscape and nostalgically called it
         Brittany. Breton and Cornish were closely related and remained mutually comprehensible languages until the eighteenth century;
         and it was surely a homesick Cornishman who found a new home in the south-west of Brittany, and decided to call it ‘Cornouaille’.

      
      The withdrawal of the Roman influence in the fifth century AD ushered in the invasions that established the foundations of
         modern English – if not British – life. Germanic tribes from Northern Europe swept in and gleefully put out the lights, as
         they did all over Roman Europe. They were vandals and they delighted in stamping on the refinements of civilised life. If
         they had intended to settle, they might not have destroyed so many fine stone houses. But they came as raiders, swooping from
         the sea, snatching what treasure they could find in the monasteries and villas, and leaving as abruptly as they’d arrived.
         They destroyed almost everything. The English countryside would not have solid roads again until the turnpike programme of
         the eighteenth century.* Even the language was obliterated: Celtic all but vanished, and Latin itself was shunted aside, except for some solid place
         names (everything ending in - chester) and the odd culinary term: wine and cheese.

      
      
      The Dark Ages are so-called mainly because of the figurative sense in which the Roman world, through its literacy, scholarship,
         urbanity and – eventually – Christianity, was in contrast a lamp of civilisation. But they were also dark in that they passed
         unrecorded: we know next to nothing about those centuries. The earliest surviving memoir of the times was written by the sixth-century
         Welsh monk Gildas. He had few happy memories. ‘Every colony is levelled to the ground by the stroke of the battering-ram,’
         he wrote. ‘The inhabitants are slaughtered along with the guardians of their churches, priests and people alike, while the
         sword gleamed on every side, and the flames crackled around.’2 This is the image that has been given forceful new life by the cinema and popular literature. It is how we see the world
         inhabited by the archetypal English hero: King Arthur. But there’s much askew in the way we imagine Arthur. Should he even
         be called English? He was, after all, one of those Romanised Ibero-Celts whom the Angles and the Saxons were so anxious to
         overpower. He was a British rebel (possibly even a Romanophile loyalist) and the Anglo-Saxons drove him and his so-called
         civilisation into the sea. The Malory-inspired image of him, as an armoured knight on horseback, is five hundred years wide
         of the mark. He was a Dark-Age brawler, not a flower of medieval chivalry.

      
      Apart from Gildas, what knowledge we have of this period derives mainly from Bede’s history of the English Church, written
         in the seventh century, and he didn’t even mention Arthur. But he did largely complete the Anglicisation of Britain. ‘This
         island’, he wrote, ‘contains five nations, the English, Britons, Scots [i.e. Irish], Picts [i.e. Scots] and Latins.’3 He could well have exaggerated the extent to which these were ethnically defined areas; this might more closely have resembled
         a political partition. But since he was himself an Angle, Bede followed the familiar practice of imposing his own placename:
         England. Had he been a Saxon or a Jute we might to this day be living in Saxland or Jutland.*

      
      Which poses the interesting question: who, in this story, are ‘we’? The conquered or the conquerors? In a way it is no surprise that a certain vexation still clings to the subject of whether
         we are British or English, because these are at bottom exclusive entities. At this stage, the English were emphatically not
         British. If anything, they were busy appropriating the name of the land they had invaded. Once again, however, we must resist
         resting on the assumption that incomers naturally obliterate all traces of the local lifestyle and replace them with their
         own. When the initial rampaging died down, what actually took place was a merger. The English and the British lived alongside
         one another. We know little of the details: they were not busy writers. Undoubtedly, they often fought like wildcats. But
         after three or four centuries they had created a new race and a new language: Anglo-Saxon. The basic compost of Englishness
         – we cannot say Britishness yet: the Scots (in Ireland), the Picts (in Scotland, so-called because of their war paint) and
         the Welsh Gaels were all valiantly loyal to their British heritage* – was beginning to ripen and mature.

      
      Almost everything about the Dark Ages now seems remote and somewhat comic.† There is a cartoon depicting two ancient Britons wagging fingers at each other as if in civilised argument. The caption says
         simply: ‘Some of my best friends are Jutes!’ Ethnic conflict has been with us for longer than anyone can remember.

      
      The Jutes were one of three Germanic tribes who invaded and settled the British Isles as the Romans withdrew. This was an
         intricate game of musical chairs, played on a gigantic stage. The Saxons came from northern Germany and established themselves
         in the south and west of the island. The Angles came from what is now central Denmark and made a new home for themselves in
         the north and east. The Jutes came from the northern tip of Denmark and took control of Kent and the Isle of Wight. In one sense they were pushed: everyone was anxious to flee the horn-helmeted
         tribe from across the Baltic – the ferocious Vikings. The Norsemen had good reason to take to their boats. Their own home
         was a thin, frozen strip of land on the margin of an icy sea. Behind them lay cold and inhospitable mountains. It was often
         easier to go to the next village by boat than it was to walk, and the sea was the route to both adventure and booty. The flat,
         defenceless shore of Angle-land and Jutland must have seemed irresistible to these tough warriors and superb sailors. They
         found they could simply help themselves. So eventually the Jutes, Angles and Saxons upped sticks and moved to Britain (behaving
         pretty much like Vikings on their way). The Danes moved into the land vacated by the exodus they had caused, so much milder
         and safer than their own steep fjords. Later they pursued their old victims south and west, invading the new Angle-land, and
         giving their name to Normandy while they were about it. The Viking raiding parties, like the Anglo-Saxons before them, at
         first came for boat trips in the summer. But eventually they grew fond of this island and decided to stay. Just like the Romans,
         they pushed the Britons – the Romanised Ibero-Celts – west and north, into the mountains. Again some fled south to Brittany,
         where they probably would have been amazed to find the natives speaking a dialect of their own language.

      
      All of this is common – though often neglected – knowledge. Even the truest Brit is a descendant of the invaders who preferred
         soft valleys and rich monasteries to their own dark woods. Nationalist appeals to ethnic solidarity – in songs such as ‘There’ll
         Always Be an England’ – suggest that there always was an England. But the first mention of the English in literature – in
         Bede’s description of the Angle boys who inspired Pope Gregory to murmur, ‘Non Angli sed Angeli’ – features us as slaves: they were for sale in a Roman market place. And ‘we’ certainly did not rule the waves: our ancestors
         were powerless in the face of all those dragon-prowed attacks from the north.

      
      Alfred, the first great English king, was the descendant of Saxon immigrants. But his most immediate and greatest task was
         to repel those who followed in his ancestors’ wake. The Vikings, with their sea power, could strike where they pleased: up and down the coasts and along the rivers. They had fantastic names – Eric
         Bloodaxe, Harold Wartooth, Wolf the Unwashed, Thorkell the Skull-splitter – and they came with huge spears and axes, smashing
         and burning, seemingly for fun.* They torched the monasteries at Lindisfarne and Iona, seizing gold and breaking necks. Alfred, assisted by a Channel storm
         which wrecked a bristling armada off Dorset, resisted them successfully enough to create a partitioned country – Saxon in
         the south-west, Danish in the north-east. He also came to recognise the importance of sea power – a conviction that spurred
         Britain to become a nautical people.

      
      Alfred’s divided nation lasted for only a century. It took a Danish monarch – King Cnut, in 1016 – to unite the country. Like
         so many of Britain’s conquerors, something in the damp landscape of these islands seduced him into embracing rather than erasing
         its culture. He became a Christian and built new monasteries, most notably the one at Bury St Edmunds (in commemoration of
         the East Anglian king slaughtered by Danes). In this period London was a Scandinavian city, with such churches as St Olaf’s
         and St Clement Danes; the leading citizens were Danish merchants. Norse names were scattered across the countryside, too,
         especially in the north, where any town ending in - by – Derby, Appleby, Rugby, Grimsby – has a Viking signature.

      
      Seen in this light, the Norman Conquest, which often seems to signal the start of the English story, was a civil war between
         two tribes of Danish expats: the Norsemen of France and the Anglo-Danish heirs of Cnut. It was ignited by the death of Edward
         the Confessor, who himself had been raised in Normandy and was married to a Norman queen. When the throne passed back to a
         Saxon, Harold, the Duke of Normandy began to prepare his fleet. William became the Conqueror partly because, as a Norseman,
         he was invigorated by the prospect of plunder (and England was a ripe prize), but also because he had a decent claim. To some extent, at least, the Norman Conquest was a continuation of
         the Viking advance.* It added the final ingredient to what, stirred and simmered over the centuries, has come to be seen as the distinctive national
         stock. What we now think of as the archetypal English character was already, at this early stage, a robust mixture of Mediterranean,
         Celtic, Saxon, Roman, Jute, Angle, Danish and Norwegian, all moulded and rain-streaked by the British climate and landscape.
         The Viking burial ship found at Sutton Hoo contained metal bowls from Alexandria, a Swedish helmet, Frankish coins and Celtic
         ornaments. All that was required was a piquant French sauce: Normandaise. It was very bitter, but the Anglo-Saxon British
         population had to swallow it for more than two hundred years. Only with the accession of Henry IV, in 1399, did Britain have
         a king who spoke English as his first language.

       

   
      
      
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      A Norman Province

      
      All around the world, tourist boards advertise trips to Britain with images of the great castles and cathedrals that occupy
         the commanding heights of our landscape. They seem timeless and typically English. It is rarely mentioned that they are predominantly
         French – proud monuments to the invasion that signals the end of England’s ‘dark age’. In the years following his close-run
         but decisive victory at Hastings, William the Conqueror and his heirs embarked on a construction programme so amazing that
         within only a few generations the subjugated island north of the Channel was home to many of the architectural wonders of
         the world. Westminster Abbey was already complete by the time William arrived – it made a handsome venue for his coronation.* But within decades there were other marvels to admire (or fear): the Tower of London was rising grimly beside the Thames;
         great castles at Chepstow, Colchester, Windsor, Arundel and Ludlow were lording it over the countryside for miles around;
         and fabulous cathedrals at Winchester, Durham, Canterbury and Norwich were soaring up to the clouds.

      
      The Norman Conquest was swiftly achieved. England fell fast, ‘between the third hour and evening’, according to the medieval Norman chronicler William of Poitiers. The invader rapidly
         secured his footing by throwing up forts at Pevensey and Dover, then seizing the land west of London while his troops fanned
         out through the English countryside. William and his cronies didn’t trouble to win over the population at large: they snatched
         the levers of power. A whole country was seized from the top down. It was like a corporate takeover.

      
      There was some sharp resistance to be suppressed, however. Harold Godwineson attempted an invasion of his own in the southwest,
         and the threat of Viking raids along the east coast remained acute. The north simmered for decades. But within a few years
         an intimidating new feature began to glower over the shires: wooden forts towered above the cowering natives. Then came the
         creation of larger stone castles, cathedrals and manor houses. The Norman knights drove north into Scotland, pausing on the
         Tyne to build a stronghold named, truthfully enough, Newcastle. No one could have been in any doubt that there was a fresh
         power in the land.

      
      The planting of castles was a Norman reflex. The first ramparts were built quickly – more permanent versions in stone came
         later. By the time of William’s death a redoubtable network of more than fifty forts had been raised, both to defend the country
         against Viking assault and to terrify the locals. Some were weak – the walls or roof would collapse easily or catch fire –
         but even the rebuilding projects in the succeeding centuries were governed by an aesthetic – Gothic – which had its origins
         in France. The stone was often French, too, imported from quarries across the Channel.* Canterbury and Winchester were rebuilt by William of Sens and Henry Yevele (who also had a hand in Bodiam Castle). And when
         Edward I launched the greatest age of English castles in the late thirteenth century – best seen in the Welsh turrets of Flint,
         Caernarfon and Harlech – their building was supervised by James of St George, from Savoy.

      
      
      The enthusiastic creation of monasteries and friaries was also encouraged by the new Norman elite. The Benedictine house at
         Battle (to commemorate the triumph at Hastings) was only the first in what would eventually become a network of twelve hundred
         religious foundations, some of which, like Tewkesbury, Evesham and Malmesbury, were richly endowed. Then came the Cluniac
         priories (some thirty-two in all). Even the smaller priories at Northampton and Lancaster were constructed by monks from Normandy.
         And throughout the twelfth century, monks and friars belonging to the Cistercian, Carthusian, Dominican and Franciscan orders
         (the first two of which originated in France; the others in Spain and Italy) began to arrive in England. The monasteries were
         major employers (at Rievaulx in Yorkshire some 500 lay workers were hired as labourers by the 140 monks), and they effected
         a revolution not just in religious observation but in the financial fabric of everyday life. In developing the practice of
         sheep farming, for instance, the Cistercians introduced something more than a technical novelty. The replacement of subsistence
         arable farming with the gathering of wool on roomy estates planted the seeds of an economy built for trade (not to mention
         one designed to concentrate wealth in the hands of an oligarchy). It might not have been their intention – the whole allure
         of the Cistercian idea was that it was a retreat from the wicked ways of the world – but it is no accident that the word ‘cattle’
         is related to ‘chattel’, to the idea of possession. At a stroke, farming became agribusiness and – through the wool trade
         – a vehicle for international commerce. A pattern of English country life and wealth was laid down which would propel our
         prosperity for nearly a thousand years.

      
      Few of us remind ourselves of this aesthetic and commercial debt to the Norman conquerors. And, of course, the true picture
         is murky. Certainly, the first stirrings of the Romanesque style of architecture was visible in tenth-century England; and
         the realm of Ethelred and Cnut was a growing force in agriculture, commerce and the arts (especially literature) before the
         Normans arrived. Imperial history, in search of a heroic Anglo-Saxon past for a heroic Anglo-Saxon race, took pains to diminish
         the impact of the conquest. Edward Augustus Freeman, in his six-volume The History of the Norman Conquest (completed in 1877), conceded that it led to ‘a most extensive foreign infusion, an infusion which affected our blood, our
         language, our law, our arts’. But he stressed that it was ‘only’ an infusion: ‘the older and stronger elements still survived,
         and in the long run they again made good their supremacy’. He felt it was ‘a temporary overthrow … in a few generations
         we led captive our conquerors; England was England once again’. In this Freeman was loyally upholding a centuries-old trend
         of regarding Normans as ‘them’ and Anglo-Saxons as ‘us’.* We can hardly miss the urgency of his desire to nourish a continuous national myth that could rally the empire to the banner
         of Britain’s historic resilience.

        
      But what if ‘we’ are ‘them’? Even in recent times (in the war-inspired propaganda of the twentieth century, for instance)
         we have cultivated a belief in Britain as unconquerable; mighty forces such as the Spanish Armada, Napoleon’s war machine
         and the Luftwaffe, we told ourselves, failed to breach our ramshackle but resolute defences. This indoctrination has left
         a false but distinct impression that we have never been invaded. Indeed, the famous insularity of the British is often attributed
         to the fact that we do not, unlike our continental friends, have a folk memory of foreign occupation. But this means only
         that our memories are short and unreliable, because our early history is one of little else.

      
      More fog is spread by the modern tendency to refer to the English as ‘Anglo-Saxon’. This misleading categorisation is partly
         a convenience – a multicultural nation requires a neutral, ethnic-sounding term for the ‘host’ population; but it owes something
         also to the nationalist urge to overstate Britain’s sturdy connection with those original Alfreds, Egberts and Ethelreds.

      
      Unlike their Angle, Saxon and Viking predecessors, the Normans did not come en masse and settle the land. To William and his friends, England was an overseas possession – the jewel in the Norman crown, no less
         – and it was ruled and exploited like the colony it was: ruthlessly subjugated, then milked for all it was worth.* The occupation was an upper-class affair: only ten thousand or so Frenchmen followed in William’s footsteps – less than 1
         per cent of the population, and only a quarter of the number that accompanied the Roman Emperor Claudius to Britain in AD
         43. But they were the crème de la crème: they arrived as, or became, bishops and barons, grandees and magnates. William redistributed the estates of England to
         his supporters in a land-for-knights deal; lucrative demesnes were awarded in return for the promise to administer local justice
         and supply troops to the King’s reserve army of five thousand well-armed and mobile mounted cavaliers. Thus Odo, Bishop of
         Bayeux, became Earl of Kent; William Fitz Osbern became Earl of Hereford; Hugh d’Avranches became Earl of Chester; and so
         on. Other great names abound (they are all listed in the Domesday Book): De Mandeville, Peverel, Lacy, Montfort, Mortimer,
         Vere, Mowbray. When William died in 1087, one-third of the kingdom was owned by just 180 immigrant lords. And of the sixteen
         bishoprics in the land, only one was held by a non-Norman.

      
      It amounted to nothing less than the formation of the English aristocracy. Of all the many Norman ‘contributions’ to British
         life, this might have been the most far-reaching.† By introducing a feudal system – a land ruled by knights and barons, each of whom had military and financial obligations to the king – the Norman occupation both laid the foundation stone of the British class
         system and erected its chief pillar: the primacy of land ownership as the path to power. The first generation of landholders
         had a plunderer’s mentality which did not last. But the structure soon crystallised. A new royal line was established which
         would endure for two hundred years, or until the present day, depending on your point of view. Indeed, the only ruler since
         the Norman Conquest who can really claim to be dyed-in-the-wool English is Oliver Cromwell. A social system was born which
         still occupies the pinnacles of supposedly egalitarian modern Britain. Some of the nation’s grandest families can trace the
         lineage of their property, if not their blood, back to a Norman forebear.* The Normans also gave birth to the longstanding dynastic reflex by which the eldest sons became landowners, the brainy ones
         went into the Church and the unlucky youngest joined the army.

      
      William’s knights were by no means the charming ladies’ men of medieval legend. They were advanced horsemen, to be sure, but
         their armoured cavalry churned through enemies like impregnable tanks rather than fighting for maidens’ tokens on jousting
         fields. They were not averse to splitting a head or slashing off an arm, sometimes on the merest whim. To the population of
         England they were hired thugs – the word ‘cniht’ means a retainer or serving man. And they rode hard (if smooth-shod) over the interests of their new subjects. According
         to William of Poitiers, the Conqueror was evenhanded: ‘to no Frenchman was anything given unjustly taken from an Englishman’.
         But this highly partial view rests heavily on the idea that taking land from the English was entirely just. By the time of
         William’s death, there were only two leading Anglo-Saxon landholders left: Thurkill of Arden and Colswein of Lincoln. The
         rest of England was in the hands of the new aristocracy.†

      
      
      The most notable family that could claim a direct line of descent from the battlefield in Sussex was the De Vere clan, which
         produced twenty consecutive earls of Oxford in a 561-year dynasty that stretched until 1703. Lord Macaulay called them ‘the
         longest and most illustrious line of nobles that England has seen’. The earls distinguished themselves at Hastings, Crécy,
         Poitiers, Bosworth and in the Elizabethan court. A few corpuscles of their blood, mingled of course with German, English and
         Scottish, almost certainly flows in the arteries of, for instance, Princes William and Harry.

      
      The feudal society – a hierarchical pyramid by which wealth was sucked upwards (the King taking one-quarter for himself) – gave William the power to maintain a huge and proficient army, which was deployed partly against ‘foreign’ aggressors (the
         Vikings, the Scots and the Welsh) and partly as the cutting edge of civil defence. The Saxons were bullied for taxes and brutally
         punished if they resisted.* The north suffered especially grievously: William’s troops laid it waste. It was a brutal episode, though it united a partitioned
         country by erasing what had long been a national problem, even then: the north–south divide. But what replaced this was an
         institutionalised racial divide that soon took on the solid outline of a class system. Normans who committed murder were liable
         for a hefty fine … unless their victims were English. In the eyes of the overlords, even the free villagers were merely
         troublesome ‘villeins’.

      
      William was, to a large extent, an absentee king. He spent more than half his twenty-one-year reign back in Normandy. So England
         – and other parts of Britain, too, once the Normans began to plant their castles in Wales, Ireland and Scotland – came for the first time to be ruled by an independent bureaucratic
         elite. William was canny: the lands he gave his friends and kinsmen were spread far and wide. One noble, Henry de Ferrers
         (founder of what would later become the Ferrer dynasty, earls of Derby), held land in fourteen different counties. No baron
         could become an autonomous regional power: each had to work closely with the King and with his exchequer.* The agency through which all this was achieved, of course, was the Domesday Book, a survey of the assets of every town and
         village in the kingdom, and a vast reckoning-up of exactly what it was the Normans had seized. It’s a remarkable document,
         and we can only imagine the dread that must have accompanied the gathering of information. It wasn’t called the Domesday Book
         for nothing. This amazing tally of the nation’s wealth was so-named because, to those who had to endure this intrusive inspection,
         it resembled Judgement Day.

      
      Where previous intruders were initially happy to plunder whatever treasure they could see, and set fire to everything else,
         the Normans decided from the first to run the country themselves, for their own profit and pleasure. They installed themselves
         on their new estates and enjoyed the sound of coins clinking into their coffers. One happy by-product of the Domesday survey
         was that it fixed many of the new nation’s place names. Without it, the modern map might read very differently. Some of England’s
         most charming village names reflect their French ancestry: Norton Fitzwarren, Sturminster Marshal, Berry Pomeroy; though for
         the most part the map remained Anglo-Scandinavian. People’s names, on the other hand, adjusted to the new order in ever-increasing
         numbers. For a few generations there were still children called Alfred, Godwin, Wulfstan and Godric; but soon they became
         William, Robert, Roger and Geoffrey. The same went for surnames, for those who had them.* Some classic English names – Boswell, Gascoigne, Greville, Neville, Venables and Sinclair – have Norman origins. While Latin
         remained the official language of law and religious matters, French was the tongue of polite society and of commerce. French
         terms attached themselves especially to military ranks and official titles – chancellor, lieutenant, sergeant, count, abbot,
         chaplain and duke – and seeped notably into everyday Anglo-Saxon in the culinary sphere.

      
      There are around ten thousand words of French origin in the English dictionary. The majority of these crept in at a later
         date, but the Normans certainly implanted a receptiveness to French and thereby helped to create the supple English that was
         used to such effect by Chaucer and Shakespeare. The English of the pre-Conquest natives was never swamped, but it gained a
         new dimension of expressiveness. It became rich in synonyms; we frequently have a Latin, a Germanic and a French word for
         the same thing. We can be skilful (Scandinavian), dextrous (Latin) or adroit (French); on the other hand, we can be sinister
         (left-handed, in Latin) or gauche (left, in French). But the growth of the language was not only a matter of vocabulary: its
         conceptual range was broadened, too. If the Angles and Saxons brought a salty lifestyle composed of the sea, ships, rudders, masts, sails, steering and north, then the Vikings added a sense of sky, roots, dirt, gasps and screams. It was up to the Normans to add finesse, through romance, nativity, courtesy, beauty, sacrifice, largesse, feasts, sauces, palaces, ornaments and even the Sunday roast.

      
      Intermarriage was encouraged, mainly for political and financial reasons. The Conqueror’s niece was married to Earl Waltheof of Northampton; and Henry I, when he became King, set a vivid example to both his barons and his subjects by marrying
         an Englishwoman, Edith. Local midwives and nannies, meanwhile, were giving the children of these immigrant invaders early
         lessons in native ways. But outside this upper social stratum it took more than a century for the two populations to merge.
         Rebellious Britons insisted on wearing beards to cock a snook at the clean-shaven Norman rulers. In 1153, Richard de Lucy
         could sneer at ‘the wiles of the English’; and Richard I’s chancellor, over a century after Hastings, was hated partly because
         he could not speak English. However, at roughly the same time, Richard fitzNigel could say that ‘nowadays when Normans and
         Englishmen live close together and marry each other it can scarcely be determined, that is in the case of free men, who is
         of English and who of Norman birth’.1

      
      So is a conqueror an immigrant? According to the strictest definition, we would have to say that he would at best be an extremely
         illegal immigrant, a treasure- rather than an asylum-seeker. But at this stage the idea of nationality was at best nascent:
         there were no customs, only habits. The national gene pool had by now been repeatedly flooded, and the native soil had been
         double-dug; new and foreign shoots had been grafted on to the grubby rootstock. It doesn’t matter which metaphor we choose.
         The point is that Englishness was not a stable and settled identity: it was always simmering or boiling over, being diluted
         or reduced. England had foreign rulers, foreign tutors, foreign songs, foreign sports. The Angles, Saxons and Vikings brought
         people to these shores, brought ‘us’; the Normans contributed an upper class. Not all of their leadership was good: some of
         it was awful; much of it was resented and feared. But within five or six generations – by the end of the reign of Henry II
         in 1189 – England, if not Britain, had a quite new political, military, commercial and religious establishment.* The institutions created by this establishment are the lasting legacies of Norman influence: the government, the aristocracy,
         the Church and the army. The Angevin monarchy especially (implanted by the Counts of Anjou with Henry II) sponsored the development of English common law, an initiative
         which means that every time we appear in court before a judge and jury, to dispute debts and contracts, we are resolving our disputes in a celebrated English system that nevertheless has solid French roots.

      
      Royal parks were created for hunting, and the first English handbook on the fine art of the chase was written in French. The
         Normans also revived the abandoned Roman fondness for gardens, embedding it perhaps for ever in the British psyche. The monasteries
         led the way, planting vineyards, orchards, vegetables, herbs and flowers. The pattern of village society, meanwhile, was laid
         down in a fashion that would govern country life for centuries: the rich man in his manoir; disgruntled tenants in the fields. Our island story, a convulsive saga of class animosity and inequality, would be shaped
         for ever by the installation of this remote, superior elite. Richard I had the coeur, rather than the heart, of a lion, and it lay – despite his heroic role in the Robin Hood legends – in France rather than
         in England. Even when all Norman influence had been absorbed, and a new line of kings arrived, it came not from England, but
         from France.

       

   
         
      
      CHAPTER 3

      The Expulsion of the Jews

      
      Late in the twelfth century, a man and woman called Arnold and Ode of Cologne trudged from the Rhineland to the Channel coast
         and embarked at Dieppe for the treacherous sea crossing to Kent. They were pilgrims, heading to Canterbury in search of a
         miracle; and they were not alone. Since the murder of Thomas à Becket in the cathedral in 1170, the surrounding land had quivered
         with divine interventions. Mad Henry of Forthwick was led screaming into the tomb, but walked out with his wits restored.
         A blind woman who touched her eyes with a handkerchief dipped into the martyr’s blood regained her sight; the deaf, dumb and
         lame could all expect miracle cures. In one unnerving drama, a blind man called Robert of Essex was en route to the shrine
         when he was run over by another blind man on horseback. In desperation he pleaded to the martyr, and at once – a miracle!
         – he could see! He sprinted the rest of the way to Canterbury.

      News of these supernatural wonders spread fast (Thomas was canonised by the Pope only two years after his death); and a prototype
         tourist industry sprang up in Canterbury, with rascally merchants and cut-throat innkeepers profiting gratefully from the
         trade in overcrowded lodgings and bogus trinkets. It was not yet the slick package tour described by Chaucer nearly two centuries
         later, but travellers from all over Europe plodded to the sacred site.They probably passed a few would-be crusaders heading in the opposite direction, east towards Saracen Jerusalem.

      Arnold and Ode were praying for a baby. They’d been trying for years, but nothing seemed to work. Canterbury was their last
         hope. Maybe they bought one of those pewter ampoules of holy water (fresh from the river, but mingled with a drop or two of
         ‘saint’s blood’). At any rate, Ode became pregnant. Perhaps out of gratitude, or from fear of the effect the journey home
         might have on so divine a pregnancy, the couple settled in London. Their son was duly born, and a little later he gained a
         sister.

      
      Arnold and Ode remained in England, and their daughter eventually married another German, Arnold Thedmar, a noted merchant
         from Bremen. Their son was also named Arnold Thedmar. He was born in August 1201 and went on to become an alderman of London,
         as well as a leading player in Anglo-German trade. In 1258 he was convicted of fraud and imprisoned (the charges were trumped
         up: his real offence was that he opposed Simon de Montfort’s baronial attempt to unseat King Henry III), but he was pardoned
         and restored to eminence only a year later. In his declining years he wrote a book – De Antiquis Legibus Liber – a history of the mayors and sheriffs of London.

      
      Arnold and Ode were the kind of migrants we would recognise today: voluntary and unarmed travellers. Many such people came
         from France, Germany and Flanders to try their luck, beg a favour from a saint, or pursue a trade. There were jobs going in
         textiles and metalwork, in various crafts and guilds, and given that England was so backward, there were promising business
         opportunities. The Thedmars found themselves, like many other foreigners, in on the ground floor of a commercial revolution.

      
      In listing the effects of Norman occupation we might have skipped over the most significant: the relative stability it brought
         to an island that had buzzed with sour warmongering for centuries. The peace was uneasy, to be sure: the enduring popularity
         of the Robin Hood stories, in which an ousted Saxon patriot fought a nimble guerrilla action against the so-called Norman
         ‘yoke’, shows the extent to which a national myth could crystallise around the idea of innate and aggrieved Saxon virtue.
         The Normans’ imposition of a clear national administration and firm defence policy fostered, almost for the first time since the Romans,
         trade and commerce on an international scale. Hence the Thedmars: people came from foreign parts neither to conquer nor to
         plunder, but simply to work, live, eat and worship in peace.

      
      Thanks to its holy martyr, Canterbury was cosmopolitan by twelfth-century standards. Arnold and Ode might have raised a few
         eyebrows, but they would not have faced any official discouragement. The Normans were keen to see England’s towns settled
         by Frenchmen, to prevent the formation of any revolting Saxon strongholds; but immigrants from elsewhere were also encouraged,
         by the granting of mercantile privileges, to put down roots. Foreigners were preferable to Saxon merchants, as their main
         interest was clearly commercial rather than political. It was easy for newcomers to obtain royal permits to engage in trade.*

      
      Market day emerged at this time as the focus of urban life, as traders set up stalls in the town centres of Canterbury, London,
         Bristol, York, Oxford, Lincoln, Norwich and Winchester. Before long, England had become a busy exporter of grain, bacon, sheep,
         cheese, salmon, lead, tin, coal, honey and leather; meanwhile, boats unloaded wine (partly, but by no means exclusively, for
         ecclesiastical use), pitch, hemp, iron, timber, cotton, fur, salt, spices, sugar, carpets, oranges, silk and soap. The harbours
         at London, Bristol, Southampton and the so-called Cinque Ports of Kent and Sussex – and the bigger market towns – Lincoln,
         Norwich and York – began to hum with foreign accents from France, Flanders, Biscay, Genoa and Venice (the last was, we must
         remember, around four times bigger than London at this time, and much more civilised). Flemish masons worked on Salisbury
         Cathedral, and also on the great castles. Foreign cobblers, clockmakers and miners were eagerly sought and handsomely rewarded:
         in the century after Alderman Arnold, Edward III invited German copper miners over to survey the local landscape and instruct
         the local people. Perhaps most significantly in terms of British culture, brewers came too. English beer had traditionally been made from malt. It
         was the Dutch who planted the fruit in Kent that would inspire ‘hoppynge beer’. Half of the early English breweries were German
         or Dutch-owned, and even the English ones relied on expert foreign mixers, stirrers and coopers (we were drinkers first, it
         seems, and manufacturers only second).

      
      But the biggest business was wool. The Cistercian monasteries had by now become colossal agricultural combines, and the wool
         trade was the new power in the land. Wool offered exciting arbitrage opportunities to traders from Flanders, probably the
         most advanced region of Europe, which had a clothmaking industry already up and running. England at this time habitually exported
         its wool, then imported the woven cloth. The more enterprising traders couldn’t help noticing that, while English wool cost
         up to £15 a sack in Holland, it was only £5 a sack in England. So Flemish and Walloon clothmakers began to cut out the shipping
         costs and move closer to the source of their raw material. They especially liked the flat countryside of Lincolnshire and
         Norfolk, which, give or take a windmill or two, was just like home. ‘Englishmen’, wrote the church historian Fuller, ‘knew
         no more what to do with the wool than the sheep that wear it.’1 Flemish workers also settled in Cranbrook in Kent, Castle Combe in Wiltshire, and York. One, the judiciously named Thomas
         Blanket of Bristol, began to produce cloth on a semi-industrial scale. Traders, meanwhile, made royal fortunes, and were royally
         taxed.*

      
      Scattered legal records show foreigners engaging in the business world. The court rolls of Grimsby include the bare bones
         of a protracted squabble between two ‘Dutchmen’ – Lutkyn Bernston de Hans and Henry Johnson. Bernston sued Johnson twice, in actions involving herrings, eels, crossbows, bars of salt and various
         hogsheads or pipes of wine (white from Gascony, red from the Rhine). Such traders as these might not have been full-time residents:
         indeed, their presence was often limited to forty days per annum. But they were granted major privileges – free movement,
         recourse to the law and so on – to pursue their overseas interests. Their obvious success provoked some stirrings of local
         resentment which were enough to warrant several royal edicts on ‘resident aliens’ in 1266.

      
      Throughout this period, the Crown was confronted with a balancing act. It wanted to guarantee the prosperity of the foreign
         traders, who could be milked for tax; but, though it could afford to ignore public opinion, there were keen baronial interests
         that needed to be indulged. Officially, however, the foreigners’ presence was both appreciated and supported. Edward III would
         go to great lengths to invite continental weavers to England, even joining a Flemish guild himself. In London there were increasing
         numbers of Gascon, Flemish, Dutch, Italian and German merchants to handle the trade.

      
      Establishing a pattern that would be repeated many times in the centuries to come, people reacted violently against these
         showy strangers, who seemed to be doing so well. In 1312 there was what may best be described as a race riot in Norwich, when
         locals attacked foreign traders, mainly Flemish and Walloon weavers.

      
      The most significant of the new immigrants – the first to form what we would now call a ‘community’ – were the Jews who ran
         England’s fledgling financial industry. They established families which survived for over two hundred years. To the extent
         that they thought of themselves as nationals, they probably considered themselves English. They were cultivated, worldly,
         scholarly and rich.

      
      On Steep Hill in Lincoln stand three ancient stone houses. One is the hall of a local dignitary, Peter of Legbourne; the second
         seems to have been a synagogue. The third has often been thought to belong to the richest man in Lincoln in the twelfth century,
         a Jewish moneylender called Aaron. He had business dealings with twenty-five counties. His clients included the King of Scotland,
         the Archbishop of Canterbury, several other bishops, earls and abbots, and hundreds of ordinary folk. His funds helped build
         Lincoln Cathedral, the abbeys at Peterborough and St Albans and at least nine Cistercian monasteries. After his death in 1186,
         his estate was snatched by the Crown, but his cat’s cradle of assets was so intricate that a special exchequer (the Scaccarium Aaronis) spent years trying to hunt down the debts.

      
      Aaron was merely the most prominent of many. In the centuries of French rule, some three thousand Jews settled in England.
         They came mainly from Paris and Rouen (at first)* and the Low Countries, having been invited by the Norman and Angevin court. The Church’s insistence that usury was a sin
         was proving to be an inconvenient principle, given its enthusiasm for capital-intensive construction projects (cathedrals),
         so Jews were invited to perform this important service. Those who came were in any case excluded by the guilds from most other
         trades and crafts, so in effect they had little choice but to be financiers. They were servants of the King, and required
         royal permits to set up in business. They were also given special privileges and guarantees: anyone harming a Jew was damaging
         the King’s property (as outrageous an act as poaching a deer). The consequences could be dire.

      
      Thanks in large part to their near-monopoly position (there were some Christian moneylenders, despite the ecclesiastical prohibition),
         they prospered mightily. They could charge unholy rates of interest, at times as much as 100 per cent per annum. Early in
         Henry II’s reign in the twelfth century, Richard of Anstey (in Hertfordshire) kept a record of his dealings with them. He
         borrowed forty shillings from Vives, ‘the Jew of Cambridge’, and paid interest of eight pence a week (nearly 2 per cent –
         not bad business for the lender) for a year. In a long list of subsequent debts he paid similar rates of interest, between three and four pence in the pound per week. Effectively, whatever amount you borrowed,
         you had to pay back almost double by the end of the year. But the need for liquid funds was intense, and before long a network
         of Jewish finance houses stood at the centre of English trade. For a hundred years they flourished. There was a Jewish presence
         in every major town in the land, as familiar and necessary a sight as a modern cashpoint machine.

      
      Some of the more prominent moneylenders are still radiant names, recalled in the Dictionary of National Biography. As well as Aaron of Lincoln, there were Josce of London, Abraham of York, David of Oxford, even Isaac ‘the Russian’ of Hampshire
         (almost certainly England’s first Russian immigrant). These were powerful men. But this was not a wholly male preserve. Licoricia
         of Oxford and Belaset of Wallingford were early examples of high-flying women in the financial services sector.*

      
      As the years passed, the Jews branched out a little. Some became doctors, goldsmiths, pawnbrokers and even laddermakers. There
         were artists (Marlibrun of Billingsgate), fishmongers (Abraham le Peysoner), crossbowmen (Abraham Balisterius) and cheesemakers
         (Isaac Furmager). There were rabbis, too, some of them scholars of international repute: Elijah Menahem of London was a leading
         translator and Judaic theologian, with an impressive library. The most potent community was in London, clustered around a
         synagogue in what is now Ironmonger Row, near Moorgate. There were other synagogues in Threadneedle Street, Coleman Street,
         Basinghall Street and Gresham Street. One of the City’s cramped alleys still recalls them: Old Jewry.

      
      Initially, they ran a franchise operation: the King charged them fees for commercial privileges while going to them for loans.
         But after a while it dawned on the monarchy that taxation might be preferable to borrowing, since no repayment was involved.
         Slowly, and with increasing severity, the Jews’ growing wealth was plundered in a series of random and greedy taxes, or ‘tallages’.
         Successive kings viewed them as an almost bottomless war-chest.

      
      Meanwhile, out in the shires, relations began to sour. Naturally, since they prospered, the Jews were hated; though it is
         important to remember that initially, at least, they were hated no more than any rich French nobleman. But over time their
         cultural and religious distinctiveness made them the target for obvious prejudice. In 1144 the murder of a small boy, William,
         in Norwich was hastily attributed to a Jew. The boy became the focal point of a miracle-working sect, and eventually he was
         even canonised. Other unsolved murders or untimely deaths were readily blamed on the supposedly sinister Jews: if a Jewish
         doctor failed to save a life, the whole Jewish community might be attacked and fined.

      
      Henry II protected them (they were the goose, after all, that laid several golden eggs in the form of castles and cathedrals),
         but he also, and with impunity, confiscated a quarter of their wealth in 1187. By this time there was a fresh and sharp new
         odour in the wind: crusading zeal. The Jews were infidels, and their presence meant some defending of the faith could be done
         en route to the Holy Land. Nor do the indebted often have generous thoughts about their creditors. When Richard I inherited
         the throne in 1189, he rode his affluent Jewish financiers hard in order to raise funds for his assault on Jerusalem. At his
         coronation, London’s Jews were attacked, and the following day similar uprisings burst out in Norwich, Lincoln, King’s Lynn,
         Thetford and elsewhere. In York, 150 Jews were herded into the castle and murdered. The twelfth-century mob, it seems, was
         as easily roused (by thoughtless or malign leaders) as it has been many times since. Many Jews survived only because their
         contracts stipulated that they had the right to take refuge in royal castles. Winchester’s Jews sheltered in that town’s castle
         so often that one of the turrets became known as the Jews’ Tower.

      
      When Richard left, his brother John helped himself to huge sums (ostensibly to help ransom brave and good King Richard – hardly
         a cause close to Jewish hearts). In 1210 John imposed a tax so severe that some Jews decided to leave the country. Those who
         stayed soon wished they hadn’t. It is said that one Bristol Jew was tortured into parting with ten thousand marks by the simple expedient
         of having a tooth pulled every day until he consented. He was brave: he held out until the seventh tooth.

      
      Resentment of the Jews slowly hardened into official disdain. In the thirteenth century Henry III not only plundered them
         but began to destroy their legal rights. One by one, they were expelled from town after town, including Leicester, Lincoln,
         Warwick, Southampton, Nottingham and Newbury. By accepting land in lieu of debts, they had become significant landowners and
         property agents; but from now on they were banned from owning anything other than the house in which they lived. They were
         permitted only a single burial ground, the one in London; so the corpses of deceased Jews would be trundled on carts across
         the shires to their place of rest. Dogs would run after them, barking as the mournful carriages creaked past.

      
      The nobility still needed the Jews to underwrite their more expensive adventures: Richard of Cornwall used Abraham of Lincoln
         to finance his bid for the throne of Germany. But throughout Henry III’s reign they were brazenly persecuted. New laws were
         passed and edicts issued to limit their freedoms: any Jew born, proclaimed the King in his Mandate on the Jews of 1253, ‘shall
         serve us in some manner’. Two years later Henry himself attended the punishment of a Jewish man, Copin of Lincoln, who happened
         to live near a cesspool where a young boy, Hugh, had been found dead. Copin was tortured until he confessed. The King then
         ordered that he should be dragged through the town tied to a horse’s tail before being hanged. It was a fateful moment: the
         harrying of Jews had been given the royal seal of approval. A hundred other Jews were subsequently arrested for the murder
         of the same boy, who later, like little William of Norwich, would inspire patriotic (or anti-Semitic, depending on your point
         of view) ballads and rhymes. A further eighteen who protested against the injustice were executed.

      
      The mob, unchecked by any official penalties, began to rule. On Palm Sunday in 1263, in London, some four hundred Jews were
         killed in a festive rampage. The following year saw even more carnage: up to a thousand Jews were surrounded and beaten to death. This, the London Massacre of 1264, immediately entered the pantheon of anti-Jewish atrocities, though in the usual
         version of England’s chequered history it barely rates a mention. A few years later, in 1272, the London synagogue was confiscated
         and given to some friars. Events were sliding downhill in what now looks like a familiar trajectory. In 1275 the new King,
         Edward I, issued the Statutus de Judeismo, which banned Jews from lending money at interest, thereby ruining the majority at a stroke. It obliged all Jews over seven
         years of age to wear a brand – a patch of yellow cloth – for identification.* It was now illegal for Jews to leave the country (for fear they might take precious English money with them), but in 1276
         several Jews were deported for tallage avoidance. The expulsion had begun, and it did not end for another decade.

      
      In 1282 Jewish religious observance, even in private homes, was banned. In 1287, in an act of the most blatant extortion,
         all Jews were arrested, pending the payment of a twenty-thousand-mark tallage.† But the money was no longer there; the cash cow had been milked dry. Two years later, in what looks like a contrived pretext,
         accusations of coin-clipping – a white-collar crime involving the shaving of silver from the King’s currency – were levelled
         at the Jewish community. There were house-to-house searches, and all suspects (some 680 out of a total Jewish population that
         some estimates put as high as 10,000) were arrested and sent to London. They were imprisoned in the distinctly uncomfortable
         Tower; 293 were hanged, and their property was confiscated. Meanwhile, eight Jews were hanged in Bedford, five in Canterbury,
         four in Norwich. As would so often be the case in the future, the Jews, rather than the mob that was persecuting them, were
         seen as ‘the problem’.

      
      Eventually, in 1290, in an act that would resonate across Europe and be echoed by continental monarchs, the problem was ‘solved’. The remaining Jews were formally expelled in a mass deportation.
         In a hollow spasm of goodwill, the emigrants were treated with conscience-salving grace. Orders were written that no one should
         ‘injure, harm, damage or grieve’ them. The exiles were even permitted to take their cash and portable wealth, such as was
         left; their property and bonds fell to the Crown.

      
      The expulsion of the Jews was both a tragedy and a national disgrace. It has also been allowed to slip the national mind.
         A. L. Poole in The Oxford History of England (no less), fell blithely into the suggestion (or presumption) that the Jews brought the expulsion on themselves: ‘The ostentation
         which possession of great wealth enabled the Jews to display, and their unconcealed contempt for the practices of Christianity,
         made them an object of universal dislike.’2 Given that the ‘practices of Christianity’ included brazen hypocrisy about money, punitive and arbitrary taxes amounting
         to extortion, the gouging out of eyes and wrenching of teeth, ‘unconcealed contempt’ would seem a mild and civilised response.* One wonders, also, about the strength of Poole’s ‘universal dislike’. There is no denying the existence of lynch-mobs, but
         these often seem to have been mobilised by desperate debtors. When the Jews of York were massacred in 1190, among the first
         things to be destroyed was the list of bonds they held. It is possible that the hatred was driven by financial rather than
         racial panic. There are sufficient instances of peaceful cooperation – joint ventures, even cheerful social encounters – to
         suggest that, to some extent at least, the Jews were able to live with tolerable ease. Aaron of Lincoln and Gervase of Cornwall
         set up a joint property company in Mansion House. Jews and Christians are recorded as exchanging jests in the crowd arrested
         for chasing a deer down Colchester High Street. In polite society there were even good-natured theological debates. Many Jews
         stashed their valuables with accommodating Christian neighbours when the taxation became punitive. The Jews of Norwich, in
         1190, might have been as doomed as their colleagues in York had it not been for the good offices of the local bishop, Hugh, who intervened and saved them. These were pitiless times, and many a Christian lost his life, or at least a limb, thanks
         to the royal thirst for cash. But even if money was the root of this particular evil, the fact remained that the majority
         had turned on a single community. England had become a place that could not tolerate foreigners. By the time Edward I expelled
         the Jews, they had nothing left. They had been reduced, as one chronicler said, to ‘prowling about the city like dogs’. Their
         houses were sold, raising the less than princely sum of just two thousand pounds. Edward spent it on the tomb of his father,
         and on some new stained-glass windows in Westminster Abbey. The many generations who have no doubt admired them since can
         rarely have thought of the stricken Jews walking, throughout October 1290, towards the harbours of Kent and London before
         the 1 November deadline for their departure (All Saints’ Day).

      
      One of the boats commissioned to carry them away struck a sandbar in the Thames estuary. The captain invited his passengers
         to disembark and stretch their legs, then sailed gleefully off the mudflat, shouting to the bereft refugees that they should
         seek help from Moses. Maybe they tried. But no one came to their aid. The sea did not part. They all drowned.

        

   
         
      
      
      CHAPTER 4

      
      ‘Onlie to seeke woorck’

      
      In 1204 the Norman landowners of England lost their possessions in France. Perhaps this stimulated in the aristocracy a sense
         of England as a home rather than an overseas possession. If it didn’t, then the Black Death of 1348 completed the job. Nearly
         one-third of the population was wiped out by the gruesome disease, which did not discriminate between rank or race as it rippled
         through the national bloodstream. Disaster, though, can create fellowship; community spirit can thrive beside the wells of
         loss and bereavement. So the plague – which was merely the worst of several outbreaks in fourteenth-century England – left
         in its wake a people united by disaster. It also produced a gap in the labour market that immigrants were eager to fill.
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