
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      
      Praise for Simon Young
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      PREFACE

      The impressive remains of Roman Britain are all around us. For the last two hundred years, tourists have been walking along
         the ragged juts of Hadrian’s Wall. Campers can put up a tent on the high bank of a fort in Scotland that a Roman legion dug
         on a summer afternoon almost two millennia ago. And there is a cricket ground in what was once the Roman coastal castle at
         Porchester, with its extraordinary fortifications; fortifications that have proved so durable that they also served as a prisoner-of-war
         camp in the early nineteenth century and part of Britain’s Second World War defences in the twentieth. But, in as much as
         these Imperial edifices take our breath away and give us a sense of solidity and connection with the past, they deceive. Roman
         Britain lies infinitely further away from us today than the sixteen hundred years that separate our present from theirs; for
         the single most important thing about Roman Britain is that it was utterly, utterly destroyed.
      

      Indeed, in the fifth century, as the walls came tumbling down throughout the western half of the Roman Empire, Britain was
         not only separated from the rest of Graeco-Roman civilisation, but was torn up into confetti-sized pieces. The Romano-British
         economy collapsed, towns emptied, long-distance trade broke down, learning and technical know-how vanished, and into this
         confusion came a riot of different barbarians – above all, the Anglo-Saxons, the ancestors of the modern English – who completely
         conquered the south and east of the island, while destabilising the north and the west. There is nothing in British history
         to compare with this trauma. Indeed, there is little in European history, for, with some very few exceptions, significant
         elements of Roman life survived in every other part of the collapsing Empire. In fact, elsewhere there was clear continuity
         between the Roman and the medieval period: so much so that there are fierce debates about in which century the transition
         between these two periods took place. In Britain, on the other hand, so sudden and unmistakable is the break that we argue
         not about centuries, not even decades, but about years, with scholars facing off over whether the end came in 407, 410 or
         411. History descended on the island like a blade.
      

      Modern Britons owe a great deal to the barbarian successors of the Romano-British, the Anglo-Saxons: we have the dominant
         language of the isles, English; a good part of our political institutions; and the borders of Scotland, England and Wales
         from them. We also owe much to the Celts who antedated and, in the west, survived Rome: our strong sense of insularity; the
         spread of Christianity; not to mention the interaction between periphery and centre in British history. But to the Romano-British
         we owe nothing. Though their civilisation was, at least to our eyes, more impressive than what went before and that which
         came after, it also proved more perishable. The result is that when we walk around a reconstituted mud hut at a West Stow
         open day, where an Anglo-Saxon village was once to be found, or climb onto the magnificent heights of South Cadbury hill-fort,
         which the British Celts inhabited long before the Romans came, we are touching a part of our history that is still alive and
         buzzing today. But Roman Britain is, in a very real sense, not part of our history at all. It is a ghost. One that haunts
         the island and was already doing so when, three centuries after the Empire’s demise, an Anglo-Saxon poet composed a work describing
         the ruins of a Roman city as a ‘Metropolis of Giants’, the implication being that it belonged to some strange non-human past.
         What modern Britons have of Rome was imported through the Church or, self-consciously, by Renaissance humanists. It was not
         handed down from generation to generation in the language and culture of the people as was the case in, say, France.
      

      Yet, paradoxically, for all that Britannia, as the Romans called their most northerly province, is insulated from us, it is
         far more similar to the modern island than the more important, historically speaking, Celtic or Anglo-Saxon (or Norman or Plantagenet) versions
         of Britain. So the Romans had, for example, a professional standing army, such as the island would not have again for well
         over a millennium. The Romano-British economy was potent with factories, mines and workshops; not until the Tudors would Britain
         know anything like it. It was governed by a unitary, efficient state in a way that could not be said of England until the
         sixteenth century, and perhaps not even then. Its infrastructure of roads and plumbing was not matched till the eighteenth
         century. The range of foreign residents was mind-boggling – we are speaking here not just of Italians, but Germans, Gauls,
         Syrians, Egyptians, Arabs, Ethiopians … – and would only be equalled in the early nineteenth century, when the British Empire
         was close to its height. Indeed, to look at Roman Britain is to be confronted with a world that has more in common with our
         own than with the tribal societies that preceded and proceeded from it. It is to look, in fact, in a mirror: a fairground
         distorting mirror perhaps, but a mirror nonetheless.
      

      In Farewell Britannia I have moulded the story of this surprisingly familiar but impossibly distant world into the saga of a single fictional family;
         the members of whom were real Romano-Britons, appropriated by the present author – some belonging to the royal dynasty of
         a tribe named the Atrebates in southern Britain. (Atrebates is, in fact, the name I give to this family.) Other named individuals
         in the following pages are all also attested in Romano-British or Roman sources, often in the very roles that they take up
         here, while the customs of day-to-day life, many objects and ‘moments’ are borrowed from the extraordinary archive on Britannia
         put together by historians, linguists and archaeologists over the last one hundred and fifty years. For further outlines see
         the Historical Background section at the end of each chapter; for some words on approach, references and ‘curiosities’ see,
         instead, the Notes at the end of the book.
      

      The Atrebates family tree was hammered, screwed and nailed into place by the author with the help of a number of friends, relations and colleagues. Here I must record my gratitude to Benjamin
         Buchan, Salvatore Costanza, Michelle Gallagher, Linari House, Linden Lawson, Andrew Lownie, Droo Ray, Lawrie Robertson, Judith
         Round, Maria del Sasso, Stuart Spencer, Don and Ali Stubbs, Stephen Young, Gosia and Przem Zysk and, above all, my loving
         wife Valentina. It is dedicated to the memory of Tony Young (†1984) ‘qui solus forte Romanae gentis superfuit’.
      

      Simon Young

      Santa Brigida

      October 2006
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      INTRODUCTION

      A Funeral Twenty Years after the End
of Roman Britain, 430 AD

      The villa had been burnt the year before in one of the Saxon raids and so my father died away from his home. He was laid out
         in the mud-walled fort on the ridge nearby, where all in the area had fled when the attacks had become intolerable. But his
         last wish was that his pyre should be built in those gardens and buildings that our family, the Atrebates, had held through
         the generations; in the place he had played as a child and had grown old. And it was to honour this last wish that, on the
         appointed day, we set out to where his vines had once stood, past the ravaged statues of nymphs and goddesses and waited with
         guards and lookouts posted around.
      

      None from the Woody City [Silchester] were able to come – the roads were no longer safe; though many from that depopulated,
         wrecked place would have wished to pay their respects to a man who had been, in the last decades of Roman rule, a magistrate
         there. The road to Londinium [London] was closed entirely and even the news of my father’s death will not perhaps reach his
         colleagues in that place until many months from now and then only through merchants running the Thames blockade. But there
         was still a respectable number who waited next to his corpse on the day of the funeral. And, as they came through the meadows,
         dozens of freed slaves, tenants, his children and grandchildren took their place and carried, as the old ways dictate, the
         remnants and symbols of the Atrebates.
      

      I had heard, of course, of the March of the Ancestors often enough, but I had never seen it. And, in truth, no words could
         have prepared me for that carnival of silent ghosts. Many of our ancestors had had wax impressions of their faces fashioned while on their death beds, and these masks were now attached to those in the procession
         who were believed to have resembled them. Thus, in the twilight I saw those that I had only ever heard of before in family
         tales and reminiscences. So here was the scheming, unfaithful Claudia from the northern frontier, more beautiful than I had
         ever imagined her; while the great king Togidubnus, from four centuries back, strode serene and invincible, pushing aside
         my brother Gratian, as if to show that the dead are no longer prisoners of time.
      

      Then, where no face masks were to be found, there were those who carried artefacts of their forebears’ earthly existence.
         As the most senior of the Atrebates I had been given the golden torque that the head of our line, the Gaul Commius, first
         brought to Britain. There walked beside me my niece with the certificate of sale that had, long ago, been tied to the neck
         of the slave Trifosa, who had also shared our blood. While a cousin carried a head on a pole to represent the adventures of
         Trifosa’s grandfather, Catuarus at the Colony [Colchester], three hundred and fifty years ago, in the revolt of the mangy
         lioness Boudicca. And, as the light began to be driven from the hilltops, our ancestors (for by then these representations
         seemed the very spirits of the departed) took the firing torches and lit the faggots and logs on which my father lay.
      

      And it was only at that moment that I realised that the Romans had gone from among us and would never return. Over twenty
         years have passed since the writ went out that Rome no longer ruled the island and that Britain would have to defend itself
         from the fast-approaching barbarian storm: a writ causing panic in the streets and alleys of the cities. And, in that time,
         we have told ourselves over and over again that soon the Emperor will bring order, that Roman officials and soldiers will
         disembark on Britain’s shores and drive away the Picts, the discontented peasants, the oily Saxons, the tyrant warlords and
         the Gael pirates. But we have told ourselves lies and peddled delusions.
      

      Already I have seen the decline in the younger of our family, who never speak Latin, luxuriating in the Celtic dialect that,
         when my father came of age, none but workers on the land would have spoken. Few study, any more, the ancient authors – for
         how many books and rolls survived after the libraries were destroyed? How many can even read? I have nephews who have never
         seen a newly minted coin or a recently baked pot – the factories and workplaces are deserted and have been for most or all
         of these young men’s lives. Indeed, they marvel at my descriptions of Roman aqueducts and heated floors, believing that I
         am speaking of a far-off magical land. It is as if the Empire had never been and that we Britons are returning to the world
         of tribes and primitives that was ours before the Romans walked among us.
      

      And it was, in fact, as the fire started to tear apart the shroud of my father, revealing for the last time his face, that
         I decided that it fell to me, before it was too late, to preserve what I could of the history of our family and its noble
         origins. And, to give myself courage in this task, I remembered the adage that my father had always offered to the young Atrebates
         before he told his stories. Namely, that the greatest adventurer is not the hero who travels to places beyond the seas or
         into the forests and mountains of monsters. But rather he is the one who descends into the cellar or opens the chest where
         his family keeps its heirlooms; for that traveller is doubly-blessed, discovering not only unknown things, but unknown things
         that are already a part of him.
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      CHAPTER ONE

      
      Discovering Britain, 55 BC
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      Commius, progenitor: a warlord from northern Gaul

      
      Apart from the twisted golden torque of the founder of my family, salvaged from our burning villa, and the portrait offered
         here I have nothing of the brave Gaul Commius … Nothing that is except the story of the mission to then undiscovered Britain,
         undertaken at the bidding of the Roman Julius Caesar before his invasion of the island.
      

      
      The horizon was the most terrifying that any had ever seen for it devoured everything that touched it. At noon it had swallowed
         the Carthaginian tin trader that they had been vaguely following north, but whose tall mast and leather sails had proved better
         suited to the ocean than theirs. Afterwards, it had swallowed the coast of Gaul behind them, causing some of the men to mutter
         imprecations and prayers. And, for the last hour, it had been pulling down the little light that the clouds and the winds
         had granted them: the red sun being dragged into a red sea. For most of the day they had been rowing hard – ‘Row! Row you
         fools! If we drift we are lost’ – and by that time their hands were more blisters than skin, stinging with the salt water;
         and where their calves and legs had continuously touched the bench there were sores. And, though there came no order, by those
         common urges that sometimes seize hold of men who have suffered together, the twelve Romans brought up the oars and leant
         back looking about them. Nor did their tribune Volusenus try and scream them on as he had for the previous hours, for he too
         stared. And all around, on every side in the dimming light, they saw nothing but the Atlantic to where the limits of the sky
         touched the limits of the water.
      

      
      It was a sight that no Roman had ever seen before and one that none on board had wished to see; for they knew that such sacrilegious
         venturing into the margins of the world could bring nothing but death. And the rowers bent and prayed again. One threw a gold
         coin that melted immediately into the foam. A Syrian centurion heard the voice of an elderly aunt in his ears warning him, as she had twenty years before, of the offspring of Neptune, the cruellest
         of all the gods. While a third recalled to himself how when he had first come to Gaul an officer had told him that the Romans
         might conquer India, Asia and Africa, but that they would never master the islands of the ocean. For those islands, the aged
         cavalry officer had insisted, were protected by divine writ, by the beasts of the sea and by tempests that they had never
         imagined on the gentle Mediterranean.
      

      
      Behind them in the stern of the ship – there were a mere forty feet between the boat’s extremities – stood the piles of supplies.
         Little had been brought, for they had been told that the crossing to the island of Britain – ‘a simple reconnaissance’ – would
         take only a day. And in and among this inadequate store were the three Celts of northern Gaul. Two were merchants who, it
         was rumoured, had had contacts with the Britons in the past; though from their mewling – they had tried to hide themselves
         in and among the sacks – it was obvious that they had never been on the longer ocean routes. Then besides them was another
         Celt. The tattoos visible on his uncovered arms announced him as one of the allied tribes in the newly conquered territories
         in northern Gaul. The torque twisted around his neck showed that he was of royalty. And, whereas the merchants crouched and
         cowered, Comnius, for that was his name, stood and held onto the boat’s broad pine sides. He did not speak, though he evidently
         wished to; he was worried by the lack of activity. And his face only softened when the Romans were bullied into taking up
         their oars again.
      

      
      Then it became dark surprisingly quickly. The sky caved in and stars were everywhere: more stars than the crew had seen in
         Italy, in Gaul, in Spain, in the Persian desert for those who had served in the east. And there came the cold too, burning
         the raw hands of the rowers. Yet they continued to pull in and pull out, for their tribune continued to scream. Then when
         he became breathless he spoke instead: couldn’t they hear Caesar’s voice, he said, congratulating them for being the Romans who discovered the lost isle of Britain? And, in between screaming and encouraging the men, he shouted
         at the Gauls, ordering them to pull out the tinder and light the lamps. And he continued shouting intermittently for almost
         an hour, calling the Gauls dogs, trouser-wearers, fungi, wretches and slaves; stopping only when the one called Commius shouted
         back at him to find his own tinder, for it was the Romans that had loaded the ship. There was none there; there were lamps
         and torches but nothing to light them with. And at that the men put down their oars once more and, though the tribune roared
         at them, they risked his displeasure, so even when he pulled out the long rods that he used to beat his charges they ignored
         him, moaning like lunatics as they writhed on their benches, their steaming breath but not the agony on their faces illuminated
         by the moon- and star-light. And, sensing mutiny, the tribune relented. He said that they would wait for an hour and then
         they would row again; though there would be no sleeping, mind! No answer from the benches, but the clack-clack of the oars
         being dropped. And after a furious conference with the Gaulish prince, who warned him once more of the danger of drifting,
         the tribune collapsed onto the deck whispering profanities that all could hear.
      

      
      Gaius Volusenus Quadratus, head of the Twelfth Legion’s cavalry and Caesar’s choice as scout ahead of his British adventure,
         cursed the sea, the tribune cursed Commius and he cursed, for the first and last time in his life, Caesar. How, he asked,
         his voice rising again, could men invade the ocean? What was it that their general wanted? Was it so very important to bring
         these natives, his ambassadors to the unconquered, across the great waters to lands that may or may not exist? And then his
         voice fell off again into whispers that were drowned out by the glug of the water from the skins. No one was careful, as they
         had been before, to ration. There was some joy in the savage drinking and rule-breaking after so long and so fixedly pushing
         forward. But the rowers were careful in standing and moving. They warned their neighbours before they got up, stretching after taking a few steps. They were cautious, for the boat was not a natural ocean-runner and was inclined to tip. Its mast
         had been placed too centrally while its sail was of cloth and had been torn to the point of uselessness by the winds: the
         Romans had still not learnt, at that time, to build ships equal to the tide and gale-driven ocean. And, as the minutes passed,
         the men fell away from their drinking into listlessness. Already they were praying that one hour might become two – for how
         would their tribune know the difference: hadn’t the horizon sucked away time with the land and the light and everything else?
      

      
      Then, very slowly, the exhausted ones started to mutter, the voices rising between the benches; for many of the men had laid
         out as best they could, knowing that they would not be able to sleep later. They asked few questions and received few answers.
         Then, seeing that the tribune did not tell them to be quiet, as he had all that day, they began to talk aloud to all and to
         none. At first there were sentences and unconnected thoughts. But a Spaniard started and could not stop his mouth. He spoke
         of an uncle who had worked all his life on the boats. This one from a southern port had started his maritime profession in
         the secret Atlantic sardine grounds, on the fishing lanes: passing through the Pillars of Hercules [Straits of Gibraltar],
         out to where the whales spoke in echoes. Later, this same man had worked with a slave trader heading south along the coast
         of Africa towards the Isles of the Blessed [Canaries], to shores where volcano fumes crested the jungles. And there, after
         mute trades with tribes who spoke no language but their own, they had run from the sun, returning with gold and gorilla pelts
         and chained men. Then, on the death of the Spaniard’s grandfather, a little money had come rolling into the outstretched hands
         of his uncle, who had bought half a ship, foolishly spending a decade shivering his way into the Baltic for amber – a useless
         occupation that had lost him three toes and part of his lower lip to frostbite. From a voyage five years ago he had not returned.
      

      
      And had this uncle spoken of Britain, they asked, the island that General Caesar wished them to find? The Spaniard said that certainly he had not heard of it, though his uncle was no fool
         and would never leave the land behind as they had done, but rather had hugged the coast on his voyages – this comment was
         greeted with murmurs. However, his uncle had talked of the islands of the ocean, yes: Thule the Far, the Holy Isle Where the
         Cannibals Live, the Little Pigs, the Dangerous Isle and even the Island of Magic, Albion. But of Britain he had never heard
         a thing. Then a voice came from outside of the circle of Romans. It was the Gaulish prince, the ambassador of General Caesar,
         who was speaking now in his imperfect, curious Latin, claiming that Albion and Britain were the same. But the Romans laughed
         at him. Tell the native to shut up – it was an appeal to their tribune Volusenus, who, it was well known, detested the Gauls.
         The fool was ignorant! Albion, the Magic Isle was where the druids went.
      

      
      The Twelfth Legion, to which all belonged, had attacked one of the Gauls’ forts the year before and out of it, after the surrender,
         like wasps from a nest, had come a line of druids with their half-shaved heads and their ragged white cloaks and these had
         been going to Albion for their schooling as all druids did. Albion was Britain, indeed! The Gauls could not open their mouths
         without lying. And this Gaul was doubly cursed, for it was said that it was to suit his purposes that they had been sent on
         the long crossing to this Brit-whatever-it-was-called place, as Caesar’s ambassadors had to be brought to certain tribes who
         lived the furthest from Gaul. Commius though, used to the Romans insulting his people, was only half-listening. It was true
         that the tribes with whom he had been instructed to negotiate lived far along the coast of Britain; but why couldn’t they
         have crossed at the narrow point and followed the British coast along, as he had argued, instead of risking the open sea?
         Because this fool of a tribune would never listen to his advice. He looked at the waves that were growing larger; the brine
         splashed constantly into the faces of the resting crew. And as the men had been speaking the wind had risen, and now clouds came over the sky like a sheet being pulled across a child’s bed. And the moon and the stars vanished,
         and in the space of what seemed only minutes, the little light they had been granted disappeared from them.
      

      
      But strangely the darkness did not bring with it fear. It came as a kind of blessing. For, as the waves now became more regular,
         the black plunged down on them and freed them from the chains of rank and race, depriving them of even their shadows. And
         the Romans spoke in a different way. It was as if they were at the feast of the gods on one of the mountains of Greece, drinking
         wine and eating peacock, merrily incoherent and excited; though truly they had bloated themselves with nothing more than stale
         water and some chicken haunches passed greasily from hand to hand. The first to start with this new voice was a north Italian
         legionary who spoke of dolphins rescuing men; before it had been he who had insulted the Gaul. Another, his brother, who had
         been holding the rudder, told a tale – he insisted it was a true tale – of a Greek man who, blown out into the great ocean,
         like a second Odysseus, had come to an island where beasts with the tails of horses lived, beasts who had abused him pitilessly.
         A well-read centurion tried to speak of the Atlantis of Plato and the measurements of the sacred city, but he was almost imperceptibly
         hushed. Then, unexpectedly, came the voice of the tribune Volusenus. To his men, to Commius, the tribune never spoke unless
         it was to shout. But now, in the dark, he talked in a short, calm, almost gentle voice of how, when a boy, he had been taken
         to Rome to see the strange red people, who had been washed up out of ocean, onto the shores of Gaul. No one knew from which
         land. Some said that they had passed over the globe from India itself, others that they were from the antipodes of the world.
      

      
      And then, finally, into the ears of all came Commius’ voice again and this time there were no protests as he spoke. He talked
         of the sea lung, an aquatic monster that sped along the currents and other beasts in the ocean to the south of Britain; nervous
         faces turned towards the sounding waters. He told them of the sea mist, when sea and fog became of the same substance, a substance that was frequently
         encountered by those who travelled into the north. Then he remembered, for himself as much as for them, what was said of the
         Britons and their strange rafts made of stretched bull hides and wickerwork that a bee sting could sink, but against which
         a warship would never prevail. He spoke of the druids once more, for he had not been lying before – Britain was also known
         as Albion, the Isle of Druid Magic; the Carthaginians who traded tin there called it, instead, the Cassiterides. Then, as
         an end, he talked of the Celtic gods, who walked across the ocean leaving trails of white flowers behind them.
      

      
      The Romans listened in awe, after asking questions, questions that seemed never to end. Had he been there? Was it true that
         the Britons were dangerous? Was it true that they all lived to one hundred and twenty? Were there Celts like him – was it
         true that they spoke the same language as the Gauls? But Commius had said enough and did not answer. And with his refusal
         to respond, the conversation died out, the men casting further furtive glances into the pitching liquid around them. For some
         minutes more, they remained in silence in this way and it fell to Volusenus, awaking first from out of the spell, to bring
         his crew to order. Standing, he reminded them yet again that if they drifted they were lost; while if, instead, they returned,
         they would be rewarded by Caesar. He afterwards rationed what remained of the night into small blocks in which the men could
         sleep. But, though the first shift tried to close their eyes, none managed it, for it was so cold that in the end they chose
         activity, paddling weakly – some in an almost token fashion – kicking their legs against the chill breezes that wrapped around
         them.
      

      
      In the morning, when the sun broke across the sea, there was a moment when it seemed that the horizon would regurgitate not
         only light but also hope. As the first rays appeared, they talked again and scanned the water on all sides. But it soon became
         clear that they were faced with the same bleak sight that they had seen at twilight the evening before: water on every side to the sky edge, no birds and no other sign of life. And the divisions between the crew
         that had dissolved during the night now returned. Fiercely, one of the legionaries interrogated Commius and the tribune Volusenus
         did nothing to silence him. How far was it to Britain? The Celt was hesitant, talking of perhaps another day. It all depended
         where they hit the coast. If they came to the east of the island called Vectis or the Plug [Wight], then there was some hope
         that they would arrive that very afternoon. If they were going to the west, it would be tomorrow or maybe the day after.
      

      
      This news was taken badly. Didn’t the Celt know everything about Britain? Commius insisted he had never been to the island;
         he knew that some Celts related to his people had settled there, but nothing more. So he knew nothing, stated another of the
         soldiers, to general approval. The Celt was speaking like an ass. They could be adrift for three days before they arrived.
         Or six and then they would be dead – who knew how vast was the ocean where no Roman had ever been before? Commius though was
         furious with lack of sleep and he had, in any case, his own recriminations, for, if they had listened to his counsels, they
         would have crossed to Britain at the narrow point, instead of taking this insane ocean route. But their commander, he gestured
         at Volusenus, who stood at the front of the ship, knew only of war not of navigation. In his tribe, he almost spat now, there
         were those who constantly begged Commius to return and make war on the Romans. Well, he was no fool and would not do so. But
         that oaf, their leader, was the best argument for revolt he had yet heard. The men looked down at their tribune, who had remained
         strangely quiet through this speech. And they looked past him and understood why. Beyond Volusenus a series of rocks were
         breaking out of the horizon, and beyond those rocks a strip of gold and the first hints of vegetation. Father Ocean had spared
         them. Britain awaited.
      

      
      In the long night, Volusenus had decided that if they were lucky enough to arrive safely, then he would come close to the
         shore and there let his men sleep off their exhaustion. He had also intended to have proper bearings made and align himself with landmarks.
         But, as they came nearer and nearer, the island hypnotised them all. Above the beach was a large massif covered in the most
         powerful green that they had ever seen, greener than the spring in Gaul. And the noise of sea birds was deafening, until what
         had at first been an invitation became an imperative. Then, the waves pushed them towards the beach and it was only with an
         effort that they managed to steady the ship and prevent it running against the shore. They had lost their chance to scout
         for a gentler harbour and so there, in the shallows, they resisted the waves and stared with nervous amazement at what was
         before them … Britain, the Isle of Druid Magic, the Cassiterides, Albion. The name no longer mattered. It astounded them.
      

      
      The events that followed were never clear in Volusenus’ mind; nor, indeed, in the minds of his men, though all agreed afterwards
         that it had had the quality and the inevitability of a dream. He remembered that Commius and his two companions had begun
         to collect their belongings to disembark, when, from one of the surrounding cliffs, a subtle, low sound came. On the high
         rocks off to their left there stood a man, a naked man with a long, narrow tube of wood or bronze. And slowly the noise was
         answered by others further inland – here from a creek, there from a valley, and there, finally, from a hilltop where smoke
         suggested human habitation. Commius said something about a welcoming and he and the merchants, Caesar’s envoys, turned to
         the side. No one wished them luck. But none of the three seemed frightened. Even the traders were dazed rather than scared.
         Pushing into the water they paddled for a few yards, holding bags above their heads with one arm, until their feet reached
         the sand, when they set off wading ashore.
      

      
      Then it happened. As the three emerged onto the beach, from out of the trees above the sand came men. They carried with them
         shields made of highly polished metal that caught the sun and, for all that the Romans tried to shade their eyes, they could
         still not see past them to faces or expressions. These figures walked halfway down the beach. There were perhaps half a dozen, perhaps a dozen times
         that number and Caesar’s ambassadors moved towards them. There was no noise. But the blinding sun again dazzled the crew on
         board the boat and when they looked back their sailing companions had disappeared into the shields and the men who carried
         these shields vanished moments after. On the cliff above, where there had been the trumpeter, no man now stood and no smoke
         rose from the hilltop where they had suspected the presence of a village. Volusenus shook himself. They were to move along,
         he shouted, trying to rouse his men. And, silently, he swore the most sacred of oaths that, until they had returned to a friendly
         harbour, no one else would leave the boat.
      

      
      [image: image]Historical Background[image: image]

      
      This chapter was written not to illustrate Caesar’s two British expeditions of 55 bc and 54 bc – expeditions that were, at
         least by the great general’s standards, failures. Rather, I was interested in the ‘discovery of Britain’: an event that might
         seem remote today, but that provoked in ancient Rome emotions not dissimilar to those excited by man’s first walk on the moon,
         two thousand years later. The existence of the island had been rumoured – and sometimes denied – for centuries in the Greek
         and Roman Mediterranean. But it was only as the Romans fought their way into northern Gaul in these years that Britain became
         something tangible as opposed to a legend or a remote source of tin: the Romans were not even sure whether it was a peninsula
         or an island at this time.
      

      
      Caesar tells us that he gave to two of his most trusted men, the task of preparing the way for his attack: the tribune Gaius
         Volusenus Quadratus, who was responsible for searching out a suitable harbour; and the Celtic prince Commius from Gaul, who
         was to take care of diplomatic relations with the southern British tribes. (We do not know whether they travelled together;
         that much is a fictional presumption.) The hostility between the two men is hinted at by our sources. Certainly, after his British adventures, where Commius was held hostage for several weeks,
         the Gaul returned to his homeland and got enmeshed in a revolt against the Romans. Volusenus took it upon himself to attempt
         to slay Commius on two occasions, botching both attempts and, the second time, almost getting himself killed. Then, in the
         end, with a nasty scar that Volusenus had given him on the head, Commius escaped back to Britain, using a ruse (described
         in Chapter Two) with a sailing boat, establishing his own kingdom there, possibly founding the Atrebates tribe of that island.
      

      
      After Caesar the next important contact between Britain and Rome came a generation later when Tincomarus (who was actually
         the son of Commius) was driven from the still-unconquered island to Roman Gaul …
      

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      A Briton in Rome, 9 AD

            [image: image]

      
      Tincomarus, son of Commius: the first of our line to be born in Britain, an exile from his homeland

      
      Even today, in these times of decline and disaster, when the name of Rome has vanished from our lives, it is well known among
         my kin that Commius founded a tribe in Britain, the Atrebates, one from which our family takes its name. His eldest son and
         first-born in the island was Tincomarus, later driven to Gaul by jealous brothers and made, in those distant centuries, to
         endure a hateful exile among the Romans, an exile that we have undertaken to recount …
      

      
      The news came to the mansion in Rome in spring and was greeted by Gnaeus Sentius Saturninus and his wife with the horror normally
         reserved for violent death. The senator, the letter stated, had been chosen for a very great honour: it was his household
         that would host a visitor, a king who had been driven in exile from unconquered Britain. Sentius Saturninus had a long and
         varied experience of the barbarians. He had known, of course, the garden vegetable types, the Gauls and the Syrians, who were
         endlessly, tirelessly, traipsing through the city. He had also seen some of the more exotic species present in Rome as hostages
         or ambassadors from afar – the silk-covered Chinese of the Seres Plains, the bejewelled Parthians with their troops of sycophantic
         courtiers, the holy Ethiopians from the Land of the Two Kingdoms, Indians who had bathed in Ganges mud and who were the first
         to see the sun every morning as it rose in the east. But a Briton … Were they mad? A Briton in his house, at his table, at
         the theatre … Sitting down, he quickly shook off his slaves and penned a response himself – he usually dictated; and though
         the tone was polite, its message was unmistakable. His eldest was to come of age that year; his wife was confined awaiting
         another child – they hoped for a boy; the mosaics were being pieced out in the new hall; they had just bought some Jewish
         slaves, whom he would prefer not to unsettle; there was that trouble at the country villa that took up much of his time; then
         there were others who would leap at the opportunity and the advancement that it promised. A Briton as a guest, what a thrill.
         Best wishes and try to take care on the dangerous northern campaigns.
      

      
      He sent his reply back with the messenger who had delivered the letter and, within two days, the matter had been relegated
         to an itching worry, within a week, it was a hazy memory, and, within a month, it had been utterly forgotten. Indeed, when
         the same messenger arrived, at the beginning of spring, Sentius did not recognise him. ‘I have come from the Rhine, my Lord.’
         The senator simply took the letter and smiled; what news now from the northern wars: discoveries, battles, ambushes – how
         he missed the life of camp. He opened the seal and then, slowly, the smile subsided. ‘Shall I wait for your reply, honoured
         one?’ He waved the messenger down the corridor and walked, instead, through the hall. At the end, he turned rapidly and shouted
         for secretaries, for parchment, quills, for ink. The impudence of it: had he ever read such a letter? Reasons of state for
         having a Briton in Rome! Then, why could they not put the Briton in a cage at the coliseum? He had been chosen as the perfect
         host; well, they would have to find a less perfect host! There was a precedent, Cicero had feasted with a druid in his house:
         and look what had happened to Cicero, gibbeted by their present leader no less! There were also excellent military reasons
         – the Emperor hoped to turn to Britain next year and planning for the invasion was already under way. Here the senator began
         to scrumple the letter up. He had listened to descriptions of Caesar’s raids on that damned island: a lack of silver, a lack
         of gold and a surfeit of savages.
      

      
      He had just settled down to writing a letter to close the matter, this time jettisoning polite formality for sterner cadences,
         when a knocking came at the door. It was his Greek butler. ‘A messenger, Lord. Not the one from the Rhine, but a second.’
         ‘Tell him to wait!’ said the senator, barely troubling to look up. ‘I think it is urgent. It seems the Briton has arrived.
         He is outside the city with an escort.’ Sentius was speechless for a moment and then started angrily, but the slave pre-empted
         him. ‘My Lord, the messenger carries the seal of the Emperor.’ Even in private, rage against the First Citizen, against Augustus, could be misunderstood, twisted, misreported.
         Only a minute ago, he had remembered Cicero’s unpleasant end, the hands nailed to the gate of the city, the old man’s head
         lolling on a lance: had he not seen it in his youth? Aware that his every action would now be judged, the senator addressed
         his scribe, telling him to destroy the half-composed letter to the Rhine and replace it with one of thanks – he himself wrote
         in the first line. Meanwhile, he would receive the Briton. But – anything to win himself some time – it would be better after
         dark. It was well known that barbarians, on first coming to Rome, were sometimes almost paralysed by the city’s extraordinary
         dimensions.
      

      
      His panic allayed by the sound of scurrying feet and activity, he turned to think for the first time of what it would mean
         to have a Briton in his mansion. He would have to send some of his household to the country immediately: the last thing he
         wanted was the female slaves giving birth to little savages nine months from now. He would also borrow some bulky Germans
         from his friends. He would have to secure the store rooms: the Celts everywhere loved to drink. In fact, he would send out
         for some Greek salt wine – that would keep the Briton from getting too boozed-up. It would be best, too, to prepare a first-floor
         apartment with no easy access to the garden: he could do without nocturnal adventures. Then, there was the question of ablutions:
         did the barbarian know how to use the baths or a toilet? Well, he would have to be taught. And his family? He had forgotten
         that they did not yet know. He would keep them in private quarters for a couple of days. At least, until he had assured himself
         that the Briton was manageable.
      

      
      The afternoon passed in a fever of activity. But then, in the early evening, came further news. Not only was the Briton to
         stay in his house, but that very night a party of fellow-senators would come to dine with the monarch and question him on
         the hopes for an invasion of his island. New orders, screaming fits with the cook, instructions to bring in extra chairs from the back houses, an appalling, appalled interview with his darling wife. Then, in the midst
         of this confusion, the Roman guests began to arrive. An overweight equestrian – one from that social class second only to
         the senatorial in prestige – waddled to the door and made adverse comments on Sentius’ roses. A party of two senators conspired
         to creep in by the rear entrance so as to see his much lauded murals and another three turned up with slaves pulling a wild
         Umbrian swine, it transpired the Briton’s favourite meal: the menu would have to be changed again. Sentius, red in the face,
         trooped off towards the kitchen to give yet more screamed instructions, while above him in the courtyard he could hear the
         other senators greet each other and make sarcastic comments about the decor in a typically Roman sotto voce.
      

      
      Exhausted and demoralised by the wait and his peers, it was perhaps not surprising that when, in the second hour of the evening,
         the word came that a group of horses and accompanying litter had drawn up at the gate, the senator felt a certain relief.
         The relief perhaps that the prisoner feels when he, finally, hears the executioner passing down the steps in the palace cellar.
         Straightening himself up, he walked towards the entrance and strutted out into the reception area. Sure enough, there were
         the riders and there was the litter, though the red curtains failed to move. Vigour. Vigour. That was the action that the
         barbarian appreciated most in the Roman. Without hesitation he strode across the compound, thrust open the curtains and was
         faced with … nothing – the litter was empty. For a second, he stood incredulous and then began – the Emperor had personally
         trusted him with this task – to turn over the brocaded cushions, his long fingers trembling. It was only after this useless
         faffing that, from behind him, a voice broke in. ‘Senator! Excuse us, but he always insists on riding.’
      

      
      Sentius, aware that in choosing vigour he had sacrificed something of his dignity, turned to face his nemesis. And, as soon
         as he had seen Commius’ son, he wondered how he could ever have missed him. Tincomarus sat on the smallest horse in the party and yet towered almost a full head in height above the tallest of the cavalry
         assigned to him. His body was not strong, it was elongated, while the hooded coat wrapped around this body was multicoloured.
         The senator would have lingered a little longer on these features if he had not caught sight of something hanging from the
         horse’s mane. They were globular shapes attached, below where a great sword wrapped in cloth had been fastened to the steed.
         Drinking bottles maybe. Then, the shapes started to resolve themselves into artificial faces. Ethnic pottery, gifts even?
         And then, with a gasp that he only just managed to contain, the senator realised that they were human heads.
      

      
      The melancholy eyes of the king’s victims stared out at him, wanting, it seemed, to communicate something important to the
         senator. But their message, if there had been one, was lost as the rider flicked his chin, letting down his hood and, for
         the first time, the Roman saw the face of his guest. It was not the bleached white hair moulded with animal fat into something
         resembling a cock’s comb that first struck him, nor the twisted golden torque wound around his neck, nor the shining teeth,
         staging a smile. No. It was the blue tattoos that snaked from his shoulders up over his face in concentric circles and horrible
         lines. They covered his eyelids too in a ghastly mauve. But, under all these distractions, it was certain that the man was
         no longer young: perhaps sixty. About the age, in fact, of the senator.
      

      
      Another awkward silence and then the Briton turned to his escort and, speaking in execrable but understandable Latin, asked:
         ‘My welcoming party, where is it? Where are the princes of Rome?’ The party of guards, who had been tamed by the Briton on
         their long ride south, looked with embarrassment in any direction but that of Sentius. However, the Roman’s natural arrogance
         had returned, the poor quality of the barbarian’s Latin reminding him of who was the master here and who the brute. ‘Majesty,’
         he intoned, ‘I am your welcoming party. But a group of the princes of Rome, who are more important than either you or I, are awaiting your arrival within. So if you would please make your way down from that horse
         we will go inside.’ Again the Briton stared at him, turned once more to his riders: ‘I expected him taller’, his perturbing
         consideration on Roman manhood. Then, kicking the leg of the leader of the escort, he pointed in the direction of the senator
         with what was, clearly, a prearranged signal. The man shyly coughed and spoke: ‘I present his Majesty Tincomarus or, as we
         would say in Latin, Great Tench, chieftain of the British Atrebates, son of Commius and Lord of the Woody City [Silchester],
         driven unjustly from his tribe. He is here among his friends the Romans as an honoured guest, knowing well that they will
         help him to retake his throne in that island that we know as Britannia, but whose true name is Prytain.’
      

      
      It may have been the hour, it may have been the stresses of the day. But, for a moment, the senator had to stifle a desire
         to do something absurd and unroman: kiss the Briton’s hand or bow. Instead, he waited for his guest to dismount and then walked
         back towards the mansion, trusting that he would not need to comment on the architecture that must have been far superior
         to anything that this Tincomarus had in his own land. But the Briton was notably unconcerned with his surroundings. He did
         manage a nod in the direction of the high balconies as if to say ‘I have several like this in Britain’. And, once at the main
         door, he tested the breadth of the wood with his enormous hands, turning to the senator with an it-satisfies-me expression.
         In the reception hall, the king was escorted towards the dining room by the bulkiest slaves that Sentius Saturninus had been
         able to find. Though, even then, at the very end of the welcoming ceremony, there was a slight altercation when an attempt
         was made to confiscate Tincomarus’ sword; for it was illegal to carry weapons within the bounds of the Empire. But the attempt
         having failed, the senator quickly walked ahead of the Briton, who had now attached three of the heads to his belt, and tried
         to show the way into the dining room. Yet Tincomarus was having none of that and, allowing the senator to open the door before him, pushed his way past the guards, past his host and took the lead into the bright space
         that had been prepared for his arrival.
      

      
      As the king went ahead of those who should have flanked him, Sentius’ spouse, his eldest son – who shared his father’s name
         – six senators and two equestrians rose to their feet. The Briton beamed around him, stared with special appreciation at the
         lady of the house and then strode into the middle of the room sitting, not lying, on the couch usually reserved for the senator
         himself. Taking this as a cue – and ignoring the bewildered remonstrances of their master – the slaves entered, laying the
         food out. And the swine that had been specially chosen for him was critically appraised with a knife from the Briton’s belt.
         All held their breath as the monarch tasted the flesh. And they applauded when Tincomarus gracefully announced that, though
         in the Woody City the meat was of better quality, this met with his satisfaction. Relieved and, in some strange manner, honoured
         by this mild praise, the senator also stretched out his knife, only to have his hand slapped by the king. A moment of stunned
         silence followed, while the Briton explained that the cutting must be left to the greatest warrior in the room, an insult
         that the senator was going to contest. But then the fish with vinegar arrived, and guests and host alike were distracted by
         another northern dish, prepared for the special delectation of the newcomer.
      

      
      For a while they ate and bantered harmlessly. The king was disgusted by the use of olive oil on everything – slug’s slime,
         he called it. He also made fun of the Romans’ reclining position; at home, he boasted, his people knelt on straw on the floor
         to eat their meals. But the real pains began when the king asked the room where the Roman women were. Sentius explained their
         absence: his friends were unaccompanied because they wished to speak, after the meal, of freeing Tincomarus’ kingdom. Hardly
         a subject this for the gentler sex: smirks rippled through the room. But Tincomarus shook his head impatiently, and pointed
         at the senator’s wife, the only female present. He wanted to know where the senator’s other wives were. Now the eldest son had stopped eating, the guests looked
         up at each other and the slaves responsible for bringing away the dishes hovered at the door with their trays to hear Sentius’
         reply. The Roman sighed as audibly as possible: ‘In Rome, Majesty, we have only one wife.’ Another silence from the king,
         this time more considered: ‘Only one wife … So you share your wives between brothers?’
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