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INTRODUCTION


TWELVE THOUGHTS ABOUT HEROES


I


We cannot live without heroes. This claim will provoke protests, but can any reader name a society which has existed without them? Revolutions carried out in the name of liberty, equality and fraternity almost at once create new heroes. The French guillotined a king and installed an emperor. The Russians murdered an emperor, installed a dictator, built a mausoleum for him in Red Square and by the fall of the Soviet Union had conferred the title Hero of the Soviet Union on 12,777 people.


We come at once to the worst aspect of heroes: their exploitation as propaganda for some regime. A person is converted into a symbol. In place of a man or woman of flesh and blood – warm, brave, original, imperfect, receiving our freely given devotion despite whatever faults he or she may possess – we find ourselves presented with a figure carved in stone, cast in bronze or preserved in embalming fluid, an official hero kept for official purposes, impossible in that character to admire.


The risk of becoming officially approved can never be eradicated. It recurs each time an honours list is published. Lord Melbourne, Prime Minister in 1834 and from 1835–41, said he liked the Order of the Garter because ‘there is no damned merit about it’, but every government feels impelled to proclaim, however implausibly, an idea of merit. In this book an attempt is made to get back to the heroes before they became official.


II


The Greeks knew that heroes are not perfect. In the fifth century BC, Sophocles, Euripides and Aeschylus presented Athenian audiences with tragic heroes, noble individuals brought low by a flaw, an inability to see what is happening until it is too late. On finding that, despite his most valiant efforts, he has murdered his father and married his mother, Oedipus blinds himself.


For thousands of years men have sought to emulate the heroic deeds recounted in The Iliad and The Odyssey. Alexander the Great was inspired, in his search for glory, by Achilles, the most celebrated Homeric hero, and the classical language of heroism spread to every part of the globe where Greek and Roman literature was read. In London, when a monument was raised in 1822 to commemorate the Duke of Wellington’s victories in Spain, France and at Waterloo during the Napoleonic Wars, it took the form of a huge bronze statue of Achilles, made from melted-down cannon. It stands to this day in the corner of Hyde Park behind the Duke’s London residence, Apsley House.


This was the first statue of a naked man to be erected in London, albeit with a fig leaf, and was mocked by, among others, George Cruikshank, who drew a pair of caricatures entitled ‘Backside & front view of the ladies’ fancy-man, Paddy Carey O’Killus Esq &c &c’, Wellington having been born in Ireland. British heroes exist not only to be admired but to be mocked, a point which escapes those who imagine our history to have been one long orgy of self-congratulation.


In 1829, Wellington was depicted as a stuffed rat in the drawing room of the Duchess of Richmond after he dropped his opposition to Catholic emancipation. A year or two later he was hanged in effigy by a London mob, who smashed the windows of his house, because he defied calls for parliamentary reform. We can be as rude as we like about the great: it is part of our idea of freedom. Wellington decided with reluctance that reform was preferable to civil war.


III


In 1840, Thomas Carlyle delivered his series of lectures On Heroes and Hero-Worship, which became a bestseller and is still the most remarkable contribution to the subject in the English language. He recognised that democracies are averse to heroes: ‘This . . . is an age that as it were denies the existence of great men; denies the desirableness of great men.’


Carlyle defied the spirit of the age and maintained that the history of the world ‘is the history of the great men who have worked here’. In his six lectures, he examines the hero as divinity, the hero as prophet, the hero as poet, the hero as priest, the hero as man of letters and the hero as king. The breadth of his sympathies is astonishing: he discusses, among others, Odin, Mahomet (now more often spelled Mohammed), Luther, Dante, Shakespeare, Goethe, Fichte, Rousseau, Mirabeau, Napoleon, John Knox, Oliver Cromwell, Samuel Johnson and Robert Burns.


Scotland’s celebrated Protestant reformer, Knox, was for Carlyle ‘an instance to us how a man, by sincerity itself, becomes heroic’. Carlyle was more interested in truth – especially religious truth, rather mistily defined – than in battles, and often chose, as his heroes, men who like himself had risen from obscurity. This did not save him from a precipitate decline in reputation after his death in 1881. Long before Goebbels attempted, it is said, to raise Hitler’s morale by reading to him from Carlyle’s life of Frederick the Great, this author was found to have unpardonable opinions. Even in his lifetime his views on race, slavery and democracy became intolerable. Nor is he held up here as a moral exemplar. The Victorian sage can be trenchant, and has brilliant flashes of insight, but at difficult moments in his monologues he grows windy and evasive. Nevertheless, at his best there is an exhilarating sincerity about Carlyle. He values that quality in his heroes, and displays it himself.


IV


‘A hero is someone with the courage and originality to do, on notable occasions, the right thing, going far beyond where the timid and conventional would dream of going, and enlarging by his or her example our idea of what is possible.’


That is my definition of a hero, less terse than Samuel Johnson’s (see the life of him in this volume). As I composed these essays, I realised that most heroes begin as rebels. Nelson, for long his country’s greatest hero, disobeyed orders. So too did Byron. So too Nelson Mandela. Heroes do not tread the same path as everyone else. They have the genius to see a new path, and the courage to take it.


We spectators have a role in this. We choose to applaud, or to ignore. Without hero-worshippers there can be no heroes. We either hail someone as a hero or we don’t, and whether we do so is largely a matter of instinct rather than of reason. No one else would choose precisely the set of fifty heroes I have chosen, and some would choose few or none of them. Do compose your own collection if you find this one objectionable. Although I have tried, in each essay, to indicate in a phrase or two what I find heroic in that individual, I do not expect to make converts.


V


If we agree (as suggested earlier) that no society can live without heroes, the question becomes who they are to be. This is so contentious because it is an argument about what sort of a country we are, or aspire to be. Are we obliged, in order to demonstrate our righteousness, to bring our history into conformity with the latest orthodoxies about equality, race and empire?


This is an impossible task, and when attempted, an immoral one too. For it obliges us to close our minds to what our forebears said they were doing, and the circumstances in which they did it. We impose a disastrous narrowing of our sympathies, a priggish exclusivity, in the name of our supposed virtue. What insufferable conceit! We refuse even to try to understand, and to judge, people by the standards of their own time.


With unselfconscious arrogance we proclaim the superiority of our own standards, arrived at in the last few years, and strive to impose these on people who lived centuries ago. Instead of delighting in our history in all its astonishing and contradictory richness, we blind ourselves to it, and come to regard ourselves as the inheritors of a criminal nation, founded on the oppression of women, the exploitation of colonies, the extermination of subject peoples and the monstrosity that was the trans-Atlantic slave trade.


VI


All those things existed, and I would be the last person to deny that historians should study them. Our interests change and the last word can never be said. But I feel a sense not just of loss but of anger when I am told I can no longer admire the exploits of, say, Sir Francis Drake.


If in the interests of a quiet life, or because dissent might make us look out of touch, we go along with something like this, we cut ourselves off from a tradition that has lasted hundreds of years: always changing, always evolving, but with at its heart the notion that we are a seafaring nation, with the courage to go on dangerous voyages into unknown waters, and in Drake’s case to be one of the commanders of the ships which, along with the weather, defeated the Spanish Armada when it sailed up the Channel in 1588 intent on the conquest of England.


When this book was in its early stages, I was discussing it with my godfather, David Owen, born in 1938, who was a Labour MP in Plymouth and one of the founders of the Social Democratic Party. He recalled that in 1945 the Lord Mayor of Plymouth, Isaac Foot, a well-known Liberal, Methodist and bibliophile, had the words of  ‘Drake’s Drum’, written in 1897 by Sir Henry Newbolt, distributed to local schools.


These verses require some slight degree of background knowledge if they are to make sense. In January 1596, during his last expedition to the Caribbean, Drake fell ill and is said to have ordered that the drum which had accompanied him on his voyages be taken to his house in Devon, near his home port of Plymouth, and beaten whenever England was in danger, whereupon he would come to his country’s aid. He died and was buried at sea off the Atlantic coast of Panama, no one knows exactly where, but close to Nombre de Dios Bay. The usual way to bury a sailor at sea was to wrap him in his hammock and weight it with two cannon balls – the method described in the poem – though Drake was in fact buried in his suit of armour, in a lead coffin.


Owen began, in a low Devon voice, to recite Newbolt’s verses:




Drake he’s in his hammock an’ a thousand miles away,


(Capten, art tha sleepin’ there below?)


Slung atween the round shot in Nombre Dios Bay,


An’ dreamin’ arl the time o’ Plymouth Hoe.


Yarnder lumes the Island, yarnder lie the ships,


Wi’ sailor lads a-dancing heel-an’-toe,


An’ the shore-lights flashin’, an’ the night-tide dashin’,


He sees et arl so plainly as he saw et long ago.


Drake he was a Devon man, an’ ruled the Devon seas,


(Capten, art tha’ sleepin’ there below?)


Roving tho’ his death fell, he went wi’ heart at ease,


A’ dreamin’ arl the time o’ ’lymouth Hoe.


‘Take my drum to England, hang et by the shore,


Strike et when your powder’s runnin’ low;


If the Dons sight Devon, I’ll quit the port o’ Heaven,


An’ drum them up the Chann’l as we ’rumm’d them long ago.’


Drake he’s in his hammock till the great Armadas come,


(Capten, art tha sleepin’ there below?)


Slung atween the round shot, listenin’ for the drum,


An’ dreamin’ arl the time o’ Plymouth Hoe.


Call him on the deep sea, call him up the Sound,


Call him when ye sail to meet the foe;


Where the old trade’s plyin’ an’ the old flag flyin’


They shall find him ware an’ wakin’, as they found him long ago!





In January 2023, Sir Francis Drake Primary School, in Lewisham in south London, changed its name to Twin Oaks Primary School because of Drake’s links to the slave trade. On some of his early voyages in the 1560s, Drake took part in the attempts by his cousin, Sir John Hawkins, to break into the Atlantic slave trade. The Spanish, who jealously guarded this trade, defeated the English interlopers, and the trade remained in Spanish and Portuguese hands for the next century.


People had not yet recognised the slave trade for the evil it was. That took another two centuries, and one of the first places where it happened was in England – see the brief life of Thomas Clarkson later in this volume. It is unjust to blame Drake for being as blind in this respect as his contemporaries. The renaming of the primary school implies guilt: those children have been taught that Drake’s achievements count for nothing compared to his involvement with slavery, and that he is too shameful a figure for their school to keep his name.


VII


One of the longest of the brief lives in this volume is of Nelson. As I read about him, I was struck anew by his willingness to defy orders, risk his own skin and back his own judgement. On Monday 21 October 1805, off Cape Trafalgar, Nelson became England’s greatest hero, dying as he saved his country from the danger of invasion. The word ‘hero’ is indispensable in any account of how his contemporaries saw him, and of how, indeed, he actually was. His heroism did not make him infallible, but to deny it would be absurd.


And yet he is nothing like as well known as he was a generation or two ago. Every schoolchild used to know the story of how at the Battle of Copenhagen he put the telescope to his blind eye, said he really could not see the signal to retreat, pressed home the attack and won a great victory. Historians now think this anecdote may have been invented, or embellished. But it nevertheless expresses a vital truth. The nation thrilled to Nelson in part because he defied his superiors. He was not just brilliant at seeing the enemy’s weak point, and brave to the point of folly, but a fitting representative of a free people who would not be ordered around. In the words of Ralph Waldo Emerson, writing in 1841:




Heroism works in contradiction to the voice of mankind, and in contradiction, for a time, to the voice of the great and good.





This was true of the saints, the Church’s heroes. They took things further than it was prudent to go. Jesus and his disciples were subversive, a threat to the powers that be. Only later did they get co-opted into the establishment. The price of success, paid by Christianity when it became the official religion of the Roman Empire, was to become respectable.


VIII


All we need do is look about us. The houses in which our heroes lived, the churches in which they worshipped and the ships in which they sailed are preserved, where they still exist, with greater care than ever before. The National Portrait Gallery contains the largest collection of portraits in the world. The Oxford National Dictionary of Biography, available online to anyone with a local library card, includes the lives of every notable figure. Bookshops and libraries are full of biographies. Each part of the armed forces has its memorials and museum. Newspapers carry obituaries of war heroes. Remembrance Sunday is observed each November, and so is Armistice Day.


IX


Eleven days after the end of the First World War, the Prime Minister David Lloyd George, intent on winning a further term in office for his wartime coalition at the forthcoming general election, delivered a speech in Wolverhampton:




What is our task? To make Britain a fit country for heroes to live in. I am not using the word ‘heroes’ in any spirit of boastfulness, but in the spirit of humble recognition of fact. I cannot think what these men have gone through. I have been there at the door of the furnace and witnessed it, but that is not being in it, and I saw them march into the furnace. There are millions of men who will come back. Let us make this a land fit for such men to live in. There is no time to lose. I want us to take advantage of this new spirit. Don’t let us waste this victory merely in ringing joybells.





At the general election of December 1918, the first in which women could vote and stand, the coalition won a landslide. Lloyd George understood how to appeal, in the new age of mass armies and universal suffrage, to mass heroism, as shown by the millions of men who fought in the war. He had less success in creating a land fit for them to live in, and in 1922 out he went, never to return to high office.


But the idea of demonstrating a proper gratitude to our heroes has endured. Round the corner from where I write these words a sign in a window declares, ‘This Home Supports a Pay Rise for NHS Heroes.’


X


Sport creates heroes with every tournament – a word derived from the Old French term for jousting between knights on horseback. We are carried back into a world of chivalry: in part an imagined world, but one that speaks no less strongly of our need for heroes. Every football crowd has its heroes, old and new. Even the most passionate egalitarian idolises some player who with a touch of magic transforms the game.


The world of superheroes, which began in 1938 with Superman, speaks of our craving for pretend heroes when we do not have real ones to hand. Superwoman first appeared in 1943. There is such a demand for superheroes that new ones are quite frequently invented. Who with a heart, and sufficient funds, will deny a Spiderman suit to a child who craves one?


‘National treasure’ (loathsome expression) is another hero-substitute.


Britons worried that their country has become too weak to defeat a criminal mastermind intent on world domination can enjoy for an hour or two the illusion of power by watching a James Bond movie, and parry any charge of childishness by pointing out that it is all a joke. We know how to laugh at ourselves. But how enjoyable to fantasise that, like Bond, one is so handsome, witty and brave one can get the girl and defeat the villain. The history of the world may or may not be the history of great men and women, but the history of film cannot be told without its heroes.


Sport and cinema are neglected in this book, but writers are well represented, for the English language is our greatest achievement, likely to endure longer than any other trace of our civilisation.


XI


Every so often we say, or sing, with perfect sincerity, ‘No more heroes any more.’ This is admirable, a necessary refreshment to the spirit. Hugh Cornwell, of the Stranglers, who wrote the lyrics to that song, said that when it came out, members of the band refused to sign autographs. Modesty has its place, including modesty about one’s achievements. Many heroes bear pain with quiet fortitude, seeking no praise from the world and unrecognised by anyone. ‘Full many a flower is born to blush unseen / And waste its sweetness on the desert air.’


Sebastian Grigg suggested that towards the end of the book, when no one is paying attention, I should sell a number of slots to rich men who yearn to see themselves hailed as heroes. This might have made the exercise more profitable, but I have declined to do it. Thousands of genuine heroes cry out for inclusion, and I have only been able to make room for fifty.


It is never difficult to feel gloomy about the state of the nation, but when one reads its history, what a profusion of magnificent figures one finds – what a fertile tradition of courage, genius and independence, revealed most often in adversity. We should take pride and pleasure in these individuals, delight in their familiarity as well as in their strangeness, and look in our own day to figures who may at first seem merely eccentric, but who actually stand as the successors to these heroes. When I first learned about the English Civil War I was delighted by the Diggers, not because I agreed with them, but because they tried with startling boldness and originality to live out their yearning for equality. In this book they are represented by Gerrard Winstanley.


Although I have confined myself to British heroes, I have interpreted this rule quite loosely, and have broken it in the essay about Nelson Mandela. He is here because I admire him, and also because I liked the idea of including, at the end of the book, a second Nelson. In the last lines of my brief life of him I make some concluding remarks about heroes in general.


Only three figures recur from my earlier books, Gimson’s Kings & Queens and Gimson’s Prime Ministers: in this volume I offer new essays about Elizabeth I, Sir Winston Churchill and (because he is nowadays obscured by Churchill, and is a hero of mine) Benjamin Disraeli. Churchill is so irrepressible he forced his way into the title of the book, where one might expect to find Mandela, latest born of the fifty.


XII


A cardinal point about heroes, seen from Homer to Hollywood, is that they are enjoyable. Not the least of my objections to the puritanical school of history is that it seeks to abolish enjoyment, substituting for it a sense of self-loathing. If you do not find these heroes enjoyable, I shall have failed.


Andrew Gimson, Camden Town, April 2025









BOUDICCA


AD c.25–60/61




[image: A caricature of Boudicca on a chariot holding a spear and a severed head.]





Boudicca, the first great warrior queen of British history, is known to us through the Roman historians who describe the humiliations she inflicted on the Roman occupiers of her country. Tacitus, writing within half a century of her revolt, records that her husband Prasutagus, king of the Iceni, a tribe extending some way beyond the borders of what is now Norfolk, had made the Roman emperor joint heir with his two daughters, ‘an act of deference which he thought would place his kingdom and household beyond the risk of injury’.


The Romans instead pillaged his kingdom, flogged his wife, raped his daughters and treated the rest of the family as slaves. ‘Impelled by this outrage and the dread of worse to come,’ Tacitus tells us, the Iceni ‘flew to arms and incited the Trinovantes and others’, in what is now Essex, to rebel too. The Romans had conquered the province of Britain in AD 43, the Emperor Claudius making a triumphal entry into Camulodunum, modern Colchester, with elephants and receiving the submission of eleven British kings. But after his death in AD 54 and subsequent deification, a huge temple of Claudius was erected in Colchester, for which the British were expected to pay. Dio Cassius, who composed his history of Rome about a century after Tacitus, tells us that in AD 60 the Romans also called in huge loans they had made to the Britons.


The Governor of Britain, Suetonius Paullinus, meanwhile set out to distinguish himself by the conquest of the island of Mona, modern Anglesey, a druid stronghold off the coast of north Wales. In his absence, Boudicca, at the head of a huge army, swept all before her. According to Dio Cassius,




In stature she was very tall, in appearance most terrifying, in the glance of her eye most fierce, and her voice was harsh; a great mass of the tawniest hair fell to her hips; around her neck was a large golden necklace; and she wore a tunic of divers colours over which a thick mantle was fastened with a brooch.





She assembled an army of 120,000 and began by sacking Colchester, where a small group of Roman soldiers held out for two days in the Temple of Claudius before being slaughtered. During the revolt about 70,000 Romans and their collaborators were put to the sword, often after the most fearful tortures and indignities had been inflicted on them. Dio Cassius says, ‘The worst and most bestial atrocity committed by their captors was the following. They hung up naked the noblest and most distinguished women and then cut off their breasts and sewed them to their mouths, in order to make the victims appear to be eating them; afterwards they impaled the women on sharp skewers run lengthwise through the entire body. All this they did to the accompaniment of sacrifices, banquets and wanton behaviour.’


Suetonius hastened back from Anglesey, where he had defeated the druids, but decided he was too weak to defend London, which Boudicca sacked too, followed by Verulamium, the modern St Albans. Dio Cassius observes that ‘all this ruin was brought upon the Romans by a woman, a fact which in itself caused them the greatest shame’.


But on some battlefield which has never been discovered, Suetonius, with a force of 10,000 troops, met the far more numerous but far less disciplined Britons and routed them, with it is said the loss of 80,000 lives. Boudicca, who in battle used a chariot, perished soon afterwards, having apparently taken poison. The Iceni were brutally suppressed, and the Roman conquest of Britain proceeded, with Agricola at length inducing the British elite to wish to become Roman, as his son-in-law, Tacitus, relates:




Little by little there was a slide towards the allurements of degeneracy; assembly-rooms, bathing establishments and smart dinner parties. In their inexperience the Britons called it civilisation when it was really all part of their servitude.





When Latin literature was rediscovered during the Renaissance, so too was the story of Boudicca, sometimes misspelt as Boadicea. Her name is derived from the Celtic word for Victory, and she was hailed as a national hero. In 1695, Purcell composed the song ‘Britons, Strike Home’ in her honour, which in 1805 was played on one of the British ships as it went into action at the Battle of Trafalgar.


At the end of Westminster Bridge by the Palace of Westminster she is commemorated in a huge bronze by Thomas Thornycroft, erected in 1902. It shows Boudicca standing, spear in hand in her chariot, scythes attached to its wheels, her two daughters crouching beside her. On the side of the plinth two triumphant lines from William Cowper’s poem about her are inscribed:




Regions Caesar never knew,


Thy posterity shall sway.












ALFRED THE GREAT


c.848–899




[image: A caricature of Alfred the Great biting his nails and reading a book, next to a candle clock.]





King Alfred, most widely remembered for burning the cakes, was a ruler of transcendent merit, a master of the arts of war and peace, and the only English monarch to have the epithet ‘the Great’ attached to his name. He became the chief leader of the Anglo-Saxons in their struggle against the Danish raiders who, year after year, pillaged the country or extorted Danegeld on the swiftly broken promise to go away. At the lowest point in his fortunes, he was obliged to flee from the invaders and take refuge in the Somerset marshes, where, as he sat before the fire in a cowherd’s hut brooding on ‘God’s just judgment’, the woman of the house, not knowing him to be the king, chided him for allowing her cakes to burn, a rebuke he took in good part.


This anecdote became famous after Matthew Parker, Archbishop of Canterbury, published it in 1574 under the mistaken impression it was part of the Life of Alfred, written in 893 by Asser, a Welsh monk who knew the king well. The story was actually recorded somewhat later than that, and is told in more than one version: in one account the cakes do not get burned. But after its revival by Parker, it stuck in people’s minds, not just because it illustrated Alfred’s desperate plight, but because it portrayed him in an everyday setting which suggested an affinity between him and his people.


Alfred was born at Wantage, fifteen miles south-west of Oxford, in about 849, the youngest of the six or more children of Ethelwulf, King of the West Saxons. The Danes were laying England waste and from 850 began to overwinter near the mouth of the Thames, which gave them a longer season in which to sack or carry away the riches of Anglo-Saxon civilisation. This was not, as one might mistakenly assume, a backward or isolated society. Although grievously damaged by the Danes, it was still part of the universal Catholic church. When Alfred was four years old he was sent to Rome to visit Pope Leo IV, who anointed him as a future king, and on a second visit to Rome in 855, this time with his father, he spent a whole year there.


His mother, Osburh, offered a book of Saxon poems to whichever of her sons could learn them first. Alfred, greatly excited, carried the beautifully illuminated volume to his teacher, learned the poems and recited them to his mother, who gave him the book. According to Asser, he was a remarkably engaging child. He had a wonderful memory, but his parents neglected to have him taught to read until he was twelve years old. Alfred regretted not having received in boyhood, when his mind was at its most impressionable and he had most time for study, a classical education. Sapientia, Wisdom, expounded by Solomon and other biblical figures, was for him the highest good.


He invented a 24-hour clock consisting of six candles, each made of twelve pennyweight of wax, twelve inches long and marked at intervals of one inch – the length that would burn in twenty minutes. With the aid of this clock, protected from draughts by a lantern of his own invention, Alfred divided his day by three: a third for sleeping and eating, a third for business and a third for religion and learning. He persuaded scholars to come to his court, where he founded a school in which the early lessons were in Anglo-Saxon, followed by instruction in Latin. He himself translated the first fifty psalms, St Augustine’s Soliloquies, The Consolation of Philosophy by Boethius, and Pope Gregory’s Pastoral Rule. He compiled a book of Anglo-Saxon law, recording what was already there rather than inventing a new code, an early stage in the development of the Common Law.


But the Danes overran the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms of Northumbria, East Anglia and Mercia, and were intent on taking Wessex too. After the death of his father in 858, each of his brothers served as king, until in 871, while still in his early twenties, Alfred succeeded to the throne. He won early victories over the Danes, but in 878 was defeated and nearly captured at Chippenham, forcing his retreat into the watery world of Somerset, where he discovered an island on which he erected the fort of Athelney. From here he soon sallied forth, recruited a new army from Somerset, Wiltshire and parts of Hampshire, and inflicted a great defeat on the Danes at Edington.


Guthrum, the Danish king, was permitted to surrender on condition that he and thirty of his leading followers convert to Christianity – an act of integration overseen by Alfred himself, who became his godfather – after which he was allowed to become king of East Anglia. In Wessex, Alfred built a chain of fortified towns connected by roads, with the fyrd – the Anglo-Saxon militia – divided into three so that while a third were serving, the rest could return home and tend their crops. Alfred also built ships of his own design, with which he challenged the Danes as they sailed up the rivers and creeks of England, or attacked them as they sought to escape. No longer did the Vikings enjoy the element of surprise that had won them so many easy victories over soft targets.


Wessex under Alfred was no longer a soft target. He restored the debased coinage and minted a silver penny heavier than any that had gone before. From 886, when he reoccupied and began to rebuild London, he styled himself King of the Anglo-Saxons. By acting with tact as well as firmness he became the pre-eminent Anglo-Saxon leader, with others acknowledging his authority. All his life, he suffered from a painful and debilitating illness, possibly Crohn’s disease, and from bouts of depression too, yet this seems in no way to have reduced his effectiveness. At his death, in 899, he left 2,000 silver pounds in his will and was succeeded by his eldest son, Edward.


Modern historians sometimes forget, as they agonise over the complexities of the sources for Anglo-Saxon history, to convey what a great man Alfred was. This error was not made by David Hume, who in his History of England, published in the middle of the eighteenth century, declared:




The merit of this prince, both in private and public life, may with advantage be set in opposition to that of any monarch or citizen, which the annals of any age or any nation can present to us. He seems indeed to be the model of that perfect character, which, under the denomination of a sage or wise man, philosophers have been fond of delineating, rather as a fiction of their imagination, than in hopes of ever seeing it really existing. So happily were all his virtues tempered together; so justly were they blended; and so powerfully did each prevent the other from exceeding its proper boundaries! He knew how to reconcile the most enterprising spirit with the coolest moderation; the most obstinate perseverance with the easiest flexibility; the most severe justice with the gentlest lenity; the greatest vigour in commanding with the most perfect affability of deportment; the highest capacity and inclination for science, with the most shining talents for action.












KING HAROLD


c.1022–1066
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King Harold died a hero’s death as the last leader of Anglo-Saxon England. What one thinks of him depends on whether one regards the Norman Conquest as a good thing. The chroniclers were divided, and so are we almost a thousand years later. When I said to a friend of mine, Esther Fitzgerald, that I still lament Harold’s defeat at the Battle of Hastings, she replied that she does not, as she is a Norman.


William the Conqueror (of whom a brief life can be found in Gimson’s Kings & Queens) was a Norman warlord who at the head of 5,000 knights made himself master of a kingdom with perhaps 1.5 million inhabitants. He dispossessed the Anglo-Saxons, covered the land with castles, made French rather than English the language of government and put down rebels with astonishing brutality. In the Harrying of the North, his campaign in Yorkshire and adjoining counties in the winter of 1069–70, William destroyed villages, crops, herds, food and implements. Inhabitants who were not slaughtered died of starvation, and even some of his admirers thought he had gone too far. Gerrard Winstanley (see the brief life of him in this book) was among the many seventeenth-century rebels who asserted that since 1066, the country had suffered under the ‘Norman yoke’, deprived of the freedoms it had enjoyed in Anglo-Saxon times. The parliamentarians who resisted Charles I generally thought they were restoring rights that had existed before 1066.


Harold, born in 1022 or 1023, was the son of Godwin, Earl of Wessex, and of Gytha, daughter of a Danish chieftain. In 1042, Godwin arranged the accession to the throne of Edward the Confessor, who soon afterwards married Godwin’s daughter, Edith, and made Harold Earl of East Anglia. Harold took as his common-law wife Edith the Fair, also known as Edith Swan-neck, and they had half a dozen children.


In 1053, Godwin died and Harold succeeded him as Earl of Wessex and the mightiest member of the Anglo-Saxon nobility. The chroniclers describe him as tall, handsome, strong, vigorous and equitable. He conducted a victorious campaign against Gruffudd ap Llwelyn, King of Wales, but in 1064 had the misfortune to become, after being shipwrecked at Ponthieu, the guest of William Duke of Normandy.


It was by now evident that Edward the Confessor, a man famed for his piety, would have no children. Who then would inherit his kingdom? William had a tenuous claim to the succession and extorted from Harold an oath to support him. To render the oath more efficacious, the duke had it sworn on an altar beneath which were concealed some holy relics, revealed to Harold only after the swearing had taken place.


Harold returned to England. He did not consider himself bound by an oath obtained under duress and with trickery. In 1065, one of Harold’s brothers, Tostig, provoked a rebellion in the north of England by imposing heavy taxes. Harold sided with the rebels and drove out Tostig, who formed an alliance with Harold Hardrada, King of Norway, another probable claimant for the English throne when it fell vacant.


On 5 January 1066, Edward the Confessor died, having entrusted his widow and his kingdom to the protection of Harold. The assembly of Anglo-Saxon notables known as the Witan confirmed Harold as king, and he was crowned on 6 January, probably in the newly completed Westminster Abbey, consecrated only eight days earlier. This great church had been the chief project of the Confessor, who was buried there in a tomb that became a much-venerated shrine.


The Duke of Normandy set about preparing a powerful expedition to conquer England. Harold assembled an army with which to stop him, and waited for him for four months, latterly on the Isle of Wight. The Duke was delayed by bad weather, and on 8 September Harold sent the fyrd, the Anglo-Saxon militia, home in order to get in the harvest. Meanwhile the King of Norway, at the head of a Viking army and accompanied by Tostig, who had raised forces in Scotland and Flanders, landed in northern England, and on 20 September they defeated Harold’s northern allies at the Battle of Fulford outside York.


Harold reacted with magnificent speed and decisiveness. By forced marches he and his housecarls, who fought on foot but travelled on horseback, covered the 180 miles from London to York in four days, and on 25 September they fell on Hardrada and Tostig. The Vikings had no idea a hostile army was anywhere near, and had left their armour on their ships. They put up a stubborn resistance but were overwhelmed. Hardrada and Tostig were among the heaps of corpses. The invaders had arrived in three hundred ships; the defeated remnant needed only twenty-four to sail away.


Three days later, Duke William landed at Pevensey on the south coast of England. Harold’s housecarls, who had themselves suffered losses, made a forced march south. In London he halted briefly to gather more forces, before heading south once more. One of his brothers, Gyrth, urged him to avoid a pitched battle with the duke, who could instead be harassed with skirmishes and would find it increasingly difficult in a foreign land, with winter drawing on, to feed his knights and their horses.


Harold rejected this prudent advice, tried and failed to take William by surprise, and by the morning of 14 October 1066 had drawn his army up in a dense defensive formation on top of a steep hill, its flanks protected by marshy streams, about seven miles north-west of the invaders’ fortified camp at Hastings. The Normans were forced to attack uphill. Their infantry could not breach the shield wall formed by the housecarls, nor could the Norman cavalry and archers, two kinds of soldier the Anglo-Saxons lacked, gain any advantage. After several failed attempts to breach the shield wall, the Normans began to retreat, and the Anglo-Saxons to pursue. William, whose horse had been killed under him, took off his helmet and, according to the chronicler Orderic Vitalis, cried out to his men, ‘See, I am here; I am still living, and, by God’s help, shall yet have the victory.’


The courage of the Normans was restored, and they had greater success against those Anglo-Saxons whom they had lured from the relative safety of the shield wall. Harold fought on undaunted – the chroniclers testify that one blow from his battle axe could fell both a horse and its rider – but the Bayeux Tapestry shows him at length struck by an arrow through the eye, with Gyrth and another brother, Leofwine, slain at his side. Having fought all day with the utmost valour, the Anglo-Saxons were vanquished.


Harold had reigned for forty weeks and a day. His body was stripped and his face mangled, but he was identified, it is said, by Edith the Fair, from marks on his chest known only to her. By some accounts he was buried at Waltham Holy Cross, a church in Essex much favoured by him. Others say he was carried to Bosham, near Chichester, where Harold had a palace.


On Christmas Day 1066, William the Conqueror was crowned King of England in Westminster Abbey. By his valour and audacity he had gained a kingdom far more advanced and civilised than his duchy. Anglo-Saxon England went down fighting at the Battle of Hastings, but in the centuries to come would flow as a deep, subterranean current in national life, vanquished, oppressed, but not extirpated.









ROBERT THE BRUCE


1274–1329
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In 1314 Robert the Bruce won at the Battle of Bannockburn a great victory over the English. Through his heroic leadership he assured Scotland’s survival as an independent nation, and eventually induced his enemies to make peace. The most celebrated story about him, related by Sir Walter Scott, illustrates how desperate Bruce’s predicament was before these triumphs. At the end of 1306 Bruce has been defeated by the English and is hiding in a bothy:




Bruce was looking upward to the roof of the cabin in which he lay; and his eye was attracted by a spider, which, hanging at the end of a long thread of its own spinning, was endeavouring, as is the fashion of that creature, to swing itself from one beam in the roof to another, for the purpose of fixing the line on which it meant to stretch its web. The insect made the attempt again and again without success; and at length Bruce counted that it had tried to carry its point six times, and been as often unable to do so. It came into his head that he had himself fought just six battles against the English and their allies, and that the poor persevering spider was exactly in the same situation with himself, having made as many trials, and been as often disappointed in what it aimed at. ‘Now,’ thought Bruce, ‘as I have no means of knowing what is best to be done, I will be guided by the luck which shall attend this spider. If the insect shall make another effort to fix its thread, and shall be successful, I will venture a seventh time to try my fortune in Scotland; but if the spider shall fail, I will go to the wars in Palestine, and never return to my native country more.’


While Bruce was forming this resolution, the spider made another exertion with all the force it could muster, and fairly succeeded in fastening its thread to the beam which it had so often in vain attempted to reach. Bruce, seeing the success of the spider, resolved to try his own fortune; and as he had never before gained a victory, so he never afterwards sustained any considerable or decisive check or defeat. I have often met with people of the name of Bruce, so completely persuaded of the truth of this story, that they would not on any account kill a spider; because it was that insect which had shown the example of perseverance, and given a signal of good luck to their great namesake.





Scott seems to have taken this story from a manuscript where it is told of Sir James Douglas, one of Bruce’s most ferocious allies. But whatever its origin, it has dramatised to many generations of children the courage in adversity shown by Bruce, and once heard it cannot be forgotten.


Bruce was of pure Norman descent, one of his forbears having come over with William the Conqueror in 1066. He was born on 11 July 1274, probably at Turnberry Castle in Ayrshire, son of Robert de Brus, sixth Lord of Annandale, and of Marjory, Countess of Carrick. In 1286, Alexander III, King of Scots, broke his neck in a fall from his horse while riding by night through a storm to see his wife the Queen, whose birthday was the following day. With Alexander’s death, the future of Scotland was thrown into doubt. His heir, the Maid of Norway, died in 1290 at the age of seven in Orkney, on her way from Norway to Scotland.


The Bruces were one of thirteen families with a claim to the Scottish throne. King Edward I of England, asked to help adjudicate between the claimants, chose John Balliol, who was crowned in 1292. He infuriated the Scots by his abject subservience to the English king, to whom the Bruces had likewise sworn loyalty. In 1296, Edward I stormed Berwick, crushed the Scots at the Battle of Dunbar, forced Balliol to abdicate, received the submission of many notables, acquired the nickname ‘the Hammer of the Scots’ and returned to London bearing with him the Stone of Scone, on which the kings of Scotland were traditionally crowned.


In 1297, William Wallace and Andrew Moray led an uprising against the English, whom they defeated at the Battle of Stirling Bridge. Robert the Bruce also rebelled at this time and, the following year, burned down Ayr Castle to prevent it falling into English hands. In 1302, however, he once more submitted to Edward I. Wallace was a mighty warrior and waged a heroic guerrilla campaign, but in 1305 was captured, taken to London and put to death.


Bruce by this time seems to have been preparing to have himself crowned King of Scots. His long-standing feud with his chief rival, another nobleman, John Comyn of Badenoch, known as the Red Comyn, came to a head in February 1306 when they arranged to meet in Greyfriars Church in Dumfries. Bruce accused Comyn of betraying him to the English, stabbed him, came out of the church and told his followers he thought he had killed Comyn, whereupon Roger de Kirkpatrick said, ‘You doubt. I mak siccar’ – ‘I make sure’ – went into the church and finished Comyn off, after which Sir Robert Fleming cut off Comyn’s head and gave it to Bruce with the words, ‘Let the deed shaw’ – ‘Let the deed show’.


The Pope excommunicated Bruce for having committed such a crime in a church, but according to David Hume, in his History of England, ‘This deed of Bruce and his associates, which contains circumstances justly condemned by our present manners, was regarded in that age as an effort of manly vigour and just policy.’ Hume observes that the Kirkpatrick arms still include a hand holding a dagger dripping with blood and the motto ‘I mak siccar’.


The following month, Bruce was crowned King of Scots at Scone, but soon afterwards the English defeated Robert I, as he now was, at the Battle of Methven, near Perth, and he became a fugitive, probably in the Western Isles, and perhaps also in Antrim. Forces loyal to Edward I were determined to kill or capture him, and three of his four brothers were killed, as were many of his closest allies. He himself was only saved by his superlative skill as a warrior, and his eye for the best ground on which to fight, where mere weight of numbers would not be decisive. Popular feeling was on his side: the Scots had no desire to fall under English domination, and the Scottish Church was likewise eager to guard its independence, as were many notables.


In July 1307, Edward I fell ill and died within sight of the Scottish border, having with his last breath ordered his son to carry on until the Scots had been thoroughly and finally defeated. Edward II, an altogether less martial figure, declined to obey this order. For the next few years Bruce avoided pitched battles with the English but gradually recovered the castles they held. In 1309, he held a Parliament at St Andrews to which the French sent envoys who recognised him as king. In 1310, Edward II complained to the Pope that ‘Robert Bruce and his accomplices, when lately we went into parts of Scotland to repress their rebellion, concealed themselves in secret places after the manner of foxes.’


In 1313, the constable of Stirling Castle, Philip de Mowbray, announced that unless a relieving force arrived by midsummer’s day the following year, he would have to open its gates. Edward II advanced with a huge but ill-disciplined army. Bruce chose with care the ground where his smaller but more professional force would block the English advance, at Bannockburn, about two miles from Stirling. Here a hill protected the Scots’ right flank and a marsh their left, while the Bannock Burn, which flowed across the ground in front of them, could only for part of its length be forded and so would narrow the English front. As a further precaution against the heavy English cavalry, Bruce had small pits dug on the firm ground and filled with sharpened stakes, concealed by a covering of turf.


The English arrived on the evening of 23 June. An English knight, Sir Henry de Bohun, challenged any of the Scots to single combat, and Bruce himself, who had been riding up and down the Scottish line on a small but nimble horse, took up the challenge, dodged the thrust from Sir Henry’s lance, stood in the stirrups and with one blow of his battle axe clove the knight’s head from the crown to the chin. If Bruce had lost this encounter the history of Scotland and England might have been different, and his barons reproached him for taking such a risk. He replied that he was sorry to have broken his favourite battle axe.


Early the next day, the heavy English cavalry, thirsting for revenge, advanced precipitately and, unable on the confined ground to deploy properly, found themselves held by the Scots schiltrons, impenetrable formations of pikemen. The pikemen knew how to wound the advancing chargers from beneath, whereupon the horses, driven mad with pain, threw their knights and galloped back into the English ranks, spreading chaos.


The greater part of the English army, which had been unable to get into the fighting, was already deeply perturbed when it saw what looked like a second Scottish army approaching over the hill to their left. These were the wagon-drivers from the Scottish baggage train, who had erected makeshift banners and were intent on pillage, believing from the cries of triumph that the battle was already won. Panic spread through the English army. It broke, fled and was hotly pursued all the way to Berwick, a distance of ninety miles. On the way to Berwick, the commander of the English garrison at Dunbar rescued Edward II, who had almost been taken prisoner, and arranged for him to escape in a fishing vessel. Four hundred English knights were captured and later released after the payment of large ransoms.


Bruce had won a decisive victory. He followed this up with an expedition to Ireland, where he hoped to chase out the English and instal his brother, Edward Bruce, as king. The native Irish chiefs preferred the Scots to the English, but famine and disease took too heavy a toll on the invaders for the venture to succeed, and Edward Bruce was killed.


A great diplomatic campaign was launched to convert papal hostility towards Bruce into recognition of him as the rightful King of Scots. The Declaration of Arbroath, sealed by fifty-one Scottish nobles and dispatched in April 1320 from Arbroath Abbey to the papal curia in Avignon, became the classic statement of the case for a free and independent Scotland with Bruce as its legitimate king, a claim founded both on ancient right and on modern support. It includes these words, adapted from the Roman author Sallust: ‘As long as a hundred of us remain alive, never will we on any conditions be subjected to the lordship of the English. It is in truth not for glory, nor riches, nor honours that we are fighting, but for freedom alone, which no honest man gives up but with life itself.’


Raids by Bruce and his commanders into England continued, not only for profit, but to keep up the pressure for a lasting peace. Bruce himself led an expedition in 1322 that nearly captured Edward II at Rievaulx in North Yorkshire. Five years later, Edward was overthrown by his wife, Isabella, and her lover, Roger Mortimer, and in 1328 the Treaty of Edinburgh–Northampton was concluded: in return for the payment by the Scots of £20,000, Bruce and his heirs and successors were recognised as the rightful rulers of the Kingdom of Scotland. This was restored to its 1286 boundaries, including the Isle of Man and Berwick.


Bruce was twice married: first to Isabella of Mar, with whom he had a daughter, and latterly to Elizabeth de Burgh, with whom he had three daughters and two sons. He died in 1329 after a long illness, later identified as leprosy, and was succeeded by his son, David, who was only five years old.


John Barbour’s 14,000-line poem The Bruce, written in Early Scots in about 1375, presents him as a man of high courage and chivalry, a lover of freedom and mercy, ready to live and die for his people, and this is the picture of him that has prevailed ever since. The blemishes of his early life go mostly unmentioned, for these have been blotted out by his triumph at Bannockburn.









JULIAN OF NORWICH


1342–c.1416
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On 8 May 1373, when Julian of Norwich was thirty years old and seemingly on her deathbed, she experienced a series of divine revelations. Her account of these ‘showings’ became famous in the twentieth century under the title Revelations of Divine Love, the first book known to have been written by a woman in English and one which demonstrated the power and originality of her mysticism. She spent most of her life as an anchoress in a cell attached to St Julian’s Church in Norwich, from which she may have taken the name Julian. That city possessed over fifty churches, most of which survive to this day, but Julian’s cell was demolished during the Reformation.


We have almost no biographical knowledge of her beyond what can be found in her book, so this life will be short. For the whole text, translated from the Middle English by Elizabeth Spearing, the reader is referred to the Penguin Classics edition, drawn on here. Julian begins by relating how she has prayed to feel Christ’s suffering on the Cross more closely, and for God to give her a bodily sickness. We moderns, who strive to minimise suffering, may find her wishes strange, but Julian’s account breathes an heroic desire to comprehend and share in Christ’s sacrifice. When she arrives, as she thinks, at the point of death, a priest holds a crucifix before her:




And I suddenly saw the red blood trickling down from under the crown of thorns, all hot, freshly, plentifully and vividly, just as I imagined it was at the moment when the crown of thorns was thrust onto his blessed head – he who was both God and man, the same who suffered for me. I believed truly and strongly that it was he himself who showed me this, without any intermediary, and then I said ‘Blessed be thou, Lord.’





She goes on to suggest that the crucifixion, with all its agony, was like a birth:




We know that our mothers only bring us into the world to suffer and die, but our true mother, Jesus, he who is all love, bears us into joy and eternal life; blessed may he be! So he sustains us within himself in love and was in labour for the full time until he suffered the sharpest pangs and the most grievous suffering that ever were or shall be, and at the last he died.





There is in Julian an exalted hope. Her assurance that ‘all shall be well’ is used by T. S. Eliot as a kind of refrain in Little Gidding:




And all shall be well and


All manner of things shall be well.












OWAIN GLYNDŴR


c.1359–c.1416
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Owain Glyndŵr, his name anglicised in Shakespeare as Owen Glendower, is a Welsh hero who in 1400 led the greatest uprising against English rule since the conquest of Wales in 1282–83. Huge rewards were offered for his capture, but he was never betrayed, and for some years ran rings round the feudal might of England. The odds were against him, but he had the glamour of the heroic underdog who will not submit to injustice.


Magical powers were attributed to him to account for his invulnerability. Shakespeare has Glendower say, ‘I can call spirits from the vasty deep.’ To this, his arrogant, sceptical, ill-mannered English ally Hotspur replies,




Why, so can I, or so can any man,


But will they come when you do call for them?





Shakespeare shows Glendower, Hotspur and Mortimer agreeing, once they have defeated Henry IV, to divide Wales and England between the three of them, with Hotspur complaining that Glendower’s Wales, enlarged to the River Trent, will take the lands he wants himself. Shakespeare offers us a glimpse of the greater Wales which for a short time seemed within reach.


Glyndŵr as he will be called here (there were many spellings of his name even in his lifetime) was born in about 1359 at Sycharth, west of Oswestry. He was descended from all three of the princely houses of Wales and as a boy inherited estates at Sycharth and elsewhere on the death of his father, Gruffudd Fychan, Lord of Glyndyfrdwy and Cynllaith. Through his mother Elen, daughter of Owain ap Thomas ap Llywelyn, he later acquired lands in Cardiganshire. The poet Iolo Goch sang the wonders of Glyndŵr’s ancestry and the splendours of his house at Sycharth.


In his youth, Glyndŵr learned the arts of war by service with the English forces, for example at Berwick against the Scots in 1384, and the arts of peace by studying law at the Inns of Court in London. But in 1400, his neighbour, Lord Grey of Ruthin, seized some of his property. Glyndŵr sought redress in London by appealing to the courts and to Parliament, but was told they would not adjudge the affairs of barefooted rogues and had his case dismissed. Lord Grey added insult to injury by omitting to convey to Glyndŵr a royal demand for a contribution to a feudal levy and, when Glyndŵr failed to turn up, denouncing him to King Henry IV as a traitor.


To these provocations Glyndŵr responded by plundering Grey’s estates and leading a wider Welsh rebellion against the king, who the previous year had seized the crown from Richard II and was by no means firmly established on the throne. The rebels attacked the towns of Ruthin, Denbigh, Rhuddlan, Flint, Hawarden, Holt, Oswestry and Welshpool, and on 19 September 1400, Glyndŵr proclaimed himself Prince of Wales.


Five days later, the rebels suffered a defeat near Welshpool, but Glyndŵr ‘escaped into the woods’. His estates were confiscated and the authorities sought to demonstrate that royal control had been reasserted. In October, Henry IV made an unopposed tour of the castles on the coast of North Wales which had been erected over a century earlier by Edward I to crush the Welsh rebels by cutting off their food supplies.


But in early 1401, it became clear that Glyndŵr had not been crushed. News reached Westminster that Welsh scholars at Oxford and Cambridge were leaving in order to join his rebellion, as were Welsh labourers in England. In June that year he won a battle at Mynydd Hyddgen, on the slopes of Plynlimon. In November he besieged but did not take Caernarfon. The following year he sought alliances with the Scots, the Irish and the French, and captured Lord Grey, who was released after payment of a 10,000-mark ransom. In June 1402, Glyndŵr captured Sir Edmund Mortimer after a bloody battle, treated him with chivalry and induced him to change sides. Glyndŵr and Mortimer agreed that if Richard II, imprisoned since 1399 by Henry IV, were found to be dead (he was), Mortimer’s nephew, the Earl of March, would become king and Glyndŵr’s rights in Wales would be restored. The alliance was sealed by marriage between Mortimer and Glyndŵr’s daughter Catherine.


Parliament responded by enacting new laws forbidding the Welsh to bear arms or hold castles and condemning ‘Owen ap Glendourdy, traitor to our sovereign lord and king’. In May 1403, Prince Henry, the future Henry V, destroyed Glyndŵr’s house at Sycharth, but Glyndŵr himself appeared soon afterwards in south Wales, where he took Carmarthen Castle. The rebellion was approaching its climactic point. In 1404, Glyndŵr captured Aberystwyth and Harlech castles, and in 1405 he marched into England along with French troops that had landed at Milford Haven. They got as far as Woodbury Hill, ten miles from Worcester, where they faced Henry IV’s army encamped on Abberley Hill. A skirmish was fought between the scouts of the two armies, but Glyndŵr avoided a pitched battle and retreated into Wales. When John Cooper Powys wrote Owen Glendower, a historical novel published in 1941, he treated this as the point at which the rebellion failed.
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