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The earliest accounts of London are the stuff of legend and exotic travellers’ tales. The first and most important account is that of Geoffrey of Monmouth in which it is narrated that Brutus, the son of Aeneas, establishes London and calls it by the name of ‘New Troy’. This is significant as a pedigree, because in the ancient and medieval worlds Troy was considered to be the first of all cities and the very pattern of city life. It was the original, the pristine form, of the city. London therefore acquired a distinctive inheritance from the beginning. But there is often truth in old legends, which is perhaps the reason why John Milton adopted this story of London’s origin in his history of England. The relation of Troy and London may not in fact be as speculative or as nebulous as it seems. A black two-handled cup of 900 bc from Asia Minor, the terrain of Troy, was found in the waters of the Thames and it is believed that traders carried tin from the shores of the British Isles to the markets of Troy itself.


The story is also appropriate because the early history of London is striated with legend and with myth. There is evidence of Druidism around some of the London mounds, among them Tothill in Westminster and Pentonville in north London. There are legends around the origin of London Stone, that strange fragment that still exists in the centre of London and that has been variously explained as a marker of distance and a Druidic altar. There are mythical stories about the construction of London Bridge, popularly believed to have been hallowed by the blood of infants at the time of its first erection.


In fact throughout this anthology it is difficult, if not impossible, to distinguish between ‘true history’ and legend. The foundation of many of the city’s buildings, for example, is hidden within accretions of stories and fables. The establishment of St Paul’s Cathedral upon a temple to Diana, the legendary history of Westminster Abbey, and the miraculous prophecy concerning St Bartholomew’s in Smithfield are only some of the mystery tales that have surrounded the sacred places of the capital. And why should it not be so? From its foundation London has been the object of mystery and enchantment. That is why it is fitting and appropriate that there are extracts here from poets such as Chaucer and novelists such as Dickens as well as from the more ‘authentic’ works of Tacitus or of Stow. London is a city of visionaries, and visionary history emerges from it as naturally and inevitably as great buildings rise from its soil. It is the home of a thousand different stories, some of them grandiloquent and some of them bitter, some of them filled with comedy and some of them filled with pathos. Why should its own origins not also take the form of a story?


The early history of the capital, however, reaches slightly firmer ground during the time of the Roman occupation and conquest. It is possible that there was already on the banks of the Thames a city in embryo, a British city, but in Tacitus’s account of the revolt of Boudicca and in Hume’s account of Roman London a recognizable and identifiable city does seem to emerge. In fact the Romans have left an enduring legacy within the very streets of the capital. It was they who first planned London on a grid or network system, and the remnants of that grid are still to be found in the streets north and south of Cheapside. The Romans built the bridge, and they also erected the first walls for the city’s defence. So after a period of two thousand years the marks and traces of the Roman presence can still be identified.


There are more evanescent, but equally enduring, marks of the original occupation. The Romans first stamped the neighbourhood of London with the true image of mercantilism. London has always been a market place, a place of trade, but the Romans turned it also into a place of bankers and businessman. They were known as negotiatores, or negotiators, and can be compared with the present occupation of stock-broking that takes place on exactly the same small patch of ground where the Romans worked. Ever since the earliest occupation London has been a city built upon money and upon the power of finance. It became a centre of world commerce in the 18th century, and has remained in that eminent position until the 21st century. But the first inklings of this destiny are to be discovered in the activities of the Roman merchants who traded by the banks of the Thames.


The Romans also left the traces of military endeavour in the very stones of London. It was once popularly believed that the Tower of London was first constructed by Julius Caesar, during one of his forays into this island fastness, so distant from the centre of Roman imperium. We may dismiss this story out of hand, but there is no doubt that the Tower did for many centuries spread a minatory and military aura over that part of the city. It was the stronghold of the kings as opposed to the civic authorities, and can be described quite legitimately as an alien presence within the capital. The wall of London was of course always associated with military matters, and it remained in use until the 18th century when the demands of faster and easier access decreed its demise. But Londoners have never been averse to this military context. They have always been pugnacious, and ready to fight. The London mobs were dangerous and difficult. In the medieval period London even had its own army, that used to expedite its manoeuvres at Mile End. The wards had their regiments, and the London army marched beneath its own banner. The city often had to defend itself against invaders, whether Saxon or Danish. It armed and defended itself against the royalist armies of Charles during the Civil War, and built great earthworks around its perimeter.


After the Roman occupation the chronological sequence of travellers’ tales is momentarily lost since, of all periods in London’s history, that concerning the arrival of the Anglo-Saxons is the least known. It is sometimes surmised that, during this period, the city was in fact deserted. But this seems most unlikely. A great city, with its streets and its harbour, would not willingly be left to die. In the mythical and legendary narratives of this period, for example, it remains the leading city or capital city of the country. It was the seat of the British kings, whose palace was supposed to be very near the site of the present Guildhall. It was the place where the citizens were called together in assembly. It was a place of defence, well fortified with its walls. It was reported that King Arthur was crowned by the ‘archbishop of London’. Merlin made many prophecies concerning the city. There is also indirect evidence of continuity. Roman law was still being practised in medieval London, so there is no reason to suppose any gap or breach in its history. The last contribution in the section of this volume devoted to early history is concerned with the Danes who, of all races, might seem to have the least to do with the growth and development of London. But the church of St Clement Danes at the mouth of the Strand is evidence that this is far from the case. It marks the spot where the tribal community of the Danes lived and worked for several generations. A runic monument in their home country declares that three great Danish leaders ‘lie in Luntunum’.


And there, so far as matters of chronology are concerned, the anthology ends. This is in itself appropriate and significant since any account of the last thousand years of London’s history is still much more familiar to the contemporary reader. The city before that time still seems an alien place, unfurnished with any familiar signs and tokens. A chronological account, from this time forward, is not in fact the best way of dealing with the capital’s life. That is because time, in London, moves in a variety of different directions. It is not a swiftly running stream. It is more like a lava flow from some unknown source of fire. Some parts of time move slowly, some parts of time move quickly, and some parts seem to have stopped moving altogether.


There is a force in London which I have chosen to call the territorial imperative, by means of which the inhabitants of a certain street or neighbourhood seem actively to be influenced by the territory upon which they live. Clerkenwell, for example, has been the home of radical activity ever since Wat Tyler encamped upon Clerkenwell Green in the 14th century. The area of St Giles has been a refuge for the homeless and vagrant ever since a leper hospital was built there in the early medieval period. Bloomsbury has always been the home of occult sects or groups. The list is a long one, testifying to the innate power of the London earth to harbour certain activities and certain tendencies.


There is evidence for it in this anthology itself. In the discussion of Fleet Street, for example, it is revealed that Wynkyn de Worde and then Pynson brought printing to that famous street in the early 1500s; and of course the centre of the printing industry remained there until the 1980s. If the reader glances at the entries for Trafalgar Square, he or she may be surprised by the number of riots that have occurred in that place. The accounts of St Paul’s begin with the report that the cathedral was built upon the site of a Roman temple to Diana, and end with a record of the marriage of Charles and Diana. It seems unlikely that the late princess knew of the temple to her illustrious ancestor, and so the connection is doubly suggestive.


So it is possible that the topographical or geological approach adopted in this anthology is more faithful to the city’s secret history than any conventional or orthodox chronology. It also offers the reader the opportunity to explore small areas of the city’s life in diverse and unexpected manner. It helps to reveal, for example, how one neighbourhood or patch of ground can be a microcosm of the whole. If we look again at the history of St Paul’s Cathedral, as gathered together here, we find accounts of the building of the church in the Anglo-Saxon period succeeded by Henry the Fifth’s triumphant return after the battle of Agincourt; these are followed by various chapters in the sorrowful history of the English reformation, a reformation that was in fact more successful in London than in most other areas of the country. That is because the life of the city is instinctively more democratic and more egalitarian than elsewhere. The London crowd tends to be anti-authoritarian, led by principles of trade and commerce rather than by the rites and precepts of faith. There are accounts here of St Paul’s at the time of the Great Fire and of the Blitz, suggesting the parallels and contrasts between those two great historical events. The funerals of Nelson, Wellington and Churchill, pass in sequence as if the great men of the city could be seen in dumb-show parading before us.


Yet the city’s history can be seen in small, as well as great, places. The history of Saint Giles, as I have suggested, is a rosary of sorrowful mysteries in which can be traced the permanent presence of the dispossessed at the heart of London. It is sometimes said that you can see the shape of London most clearly by the shadow that it casts, and the lives of the derelict and the desperate are indeed the shadow of London. From the earliest times to the day before yesterday the streets of St Giles have been a repository of suffering and need. The long history of Fetter Lane, in the heart of London, can also be seen as a simulacrum of the larger whole. Did not William Morris once remark that a single street in Whitechapel contained the history of the world? There were so many people, so many meetings and partings, so many spectacles, so many stray words and conversations, so many emotions crowding one upon another, that the entire history of human feeling could be composed on one of these forlorn streets.


There is an extract in this anthology from John Earle’s Microcosmographie in which he states that ‘Paul’s Walk is the land’s epitome, as you may call it; the lesser isle of Great Britain. It is more than this; the whole world’s map, which you may here discern in its perfected motion, jostling and turning’. He is referring here to the evident truth that the world did indeed come to London, to see and to be seen. As this anthology demonstrates in remarkable detail, it was the lodestone or the magnet of the traveller through the ages. But, perhaps more importantly, it was constituted of foreigners – or rather London was a city of every race and every creed. It was known as the ‘city of nations’, a place of refuge and work. In the 19th century there were more Irish living in London than in Dublin, and more Roman Catholics than in Rome. London needed people in order to replenish itself. If it is a human organism, then it is a cannibalistic one. It lives off people. It devours people. Until recent times the death rate was far higher than the birth rate, so the city had to attract immigrants simply to keep up its numbers.


There is another suggestive way of examining London’s history and character. By examining the metaphors that have been applied to it we learn a great deal about its mythical and symbolic life. So this book is an anthology of metaphors as well as buildings and people. Dostoyevsky evoked both the horror and the grandeur of London, for example, by comparing it to Babylon. He wrote that ‘it is a biblical sight, something to do with Babylon, some prophecy out of the Apocalypse being fulfilled before your very eyes’. Such was the immensity of the city that it needed to be described by sacred and apocalyptic association. It was too large for ordinary human response. Its reality was too pressing, and powerful, a force for secular comparisons. It was truly a city of heathens and pagans, many of them bowing down to the great god Baal. Its only true worship was of money and of power. The citizens themselves were the slaves of its mighty and gloomy spirit. London was also compared to a labyrinth, and to the maze where the voracious Minotaur found his victims.


This is indeed an ancient concept of London. In the medieval chronicles of Richard of Devizes, for example, we read that ‘whatever of evil or perversity there is in all parts of the world, you will find in that city alone’. London was the epitome of city life itself. It was all that cities ever were or ever would be. It was the pinnacle of the city. It represented all that was unnatural and unhealthy about urban living. It was the source and origin of all the urban vices that moralists had for centuries excoriated. It was the agent of egalitarianism. It was the source of social change. It encouraged the mingling of classes and of sexes. It was dangerous. It was always in motion.


When Marx and Engels came to London they knew that they were viewing a whole new phase in human existence itself. London was the first megalopolis, and in that condition it became the laboratory or breeding ground for the world of the future. There is a case for saying that communism itself was born in the streets of East London. The great communist leaders stayed in the East End. Lenin edited an underground newspaper from Clerkenwell Green. The condition of the oppressed in the streets of London was a material influence upon the ideology that was later to rule half the world. For Engels itself the reality was too large and too various properly to be comprehended. He speaks of streets as being beyond counting, beyond number. The ships beside the docks of the Thames are too numerous to be calculated. Everything had grown too large.


Yet in the 19th century, too, there was an older sense of London that was still being sustained. It is what Charles Lamb understood to be the city as theatre. In a world where spectacle and appearance matter, then the whole of city life can be seen as a form of drama. The street sellers dressed in characteristic uniform, as did the shopkeepers and the tradesmen. Everyone had his or her part in the great play, and dressed up accordingly. ‘London,’ Lamb once wrote to Wordsworth in a letter quoted in this anthology, ‘is itself a pantomime and a masquerade.’ It is a pantomime because here are all the ‘types’ of human society that were mocked in the commedia dell’arte that was so popular in the London playhouses. Here is the zany and here is the buffoon, here is the loving couple and here is the braggart. All forms of human personality are to be found on the streets of London, proclaiming their existence with vociferousness and energy. Lamb wrote in the same letter that ‘I often shed tears in the motley Strand from fullness of joy at so much Life’. That is the word for the sensations he experienced – ‘fullness’. The life all around was extraordinarily rich and strange. It is full because it cannot be impeded nor diverted. It streams on in a continual procession, truly a masquerade in which rich and poor, young and old, healthy and diseased, all take their part.


That is why it has always been a city of theatrical ‘types’, of eccentrics and dandies, of poseurs and posturers. Certain Londoners seem deliberately to have turned themselves into examples of living theatre. The strange career of Jack Sheppard, for example, is included in this anthology. He was the toast of the London crowd for escaping so often and with such ease from Newgate and other London prisons. His escapes were always so spectacular, and his reappearance so dramatic, that he satisfied all the tastes of Londoners. There are other famous Londoners, among them Sir Thomas More and Quentin Crisp, who reacted to the artificiality of their surroundings by becoming artificial. In a city of spectacle they deliberately played a part. They dressed up for the delectation of their respective audiences, and they spoke their lines accordingly.


There was another metaphor for London, that of the fair, which was most memorably used by William Words-worth in his memories of London contained in The Prelude. Wordsworth was a man of the country who did not readily or easily take to London. In some respects he failed to understand it but in his account of Bartholomew Fair he comes close to one of the enduring realities of the city. It is a site of ‘anarchy and din’ because there is no power on earth that can control it. That is why all attempts at limiting its size have signally failed. There have been numerous attempts to subdue the capital to order, but nonetheless it has continued to grow and to expand in apparently unplanned and unanticipated ways.


The metaphors of London as a theatre and a fair also suggest another obvious characteristic of London. It is a place of variety. It is variety itself. Rich and poor may live side by side. The rich people pass the vagrants on the roadside. The beggar woman stands before a goldsmith’s shop. There are contraries and opposition at every turn of the road. It is a city of extremes where every possible variety of the human condition can be found. That variety is reflected in a number of different ways. Addison’s celebration of the heterogeneity of the Stock Exchange is one summary of the fervour with which an observer can watch the unlimited spectacle of life and business in the middle of the city. It is what Samuel Johnson, in a conversation extracted in this anthology, called ‘the wonderful immensity of London’ and ‘the multiplicity of human habitations’. It is what Pierce Egan, in another extract here, suggests when he states that ‘the Metropolis is a complete CYCLOPAEDIA’, a summary of all human wants and needs, a record of all desires, a source book of all human behaviour, a picture book of all human appearance.


London is also a ‘phantasma’, as Wordsworth suggests in his poem of recollection, because it is in part a vision and in part a dream. It defies rationality and common sense. It provides bizarre sights. Its atmosphere of perpetual movement and perpetual noise is itself dream-like, a continuing vortex of activity that has no beginning and no ending. ‘It was a troubled dream?’ Richard Carstone asks on his death-bed at the end of Dickens’s novel, Bleak House, in which the forces of London are seen to join together with terrible consequences, when the east wind of wretchedness and disease sweeps over the richer portions of the city, when fog and mud and dust are all compounded in a vision of London’s darkness. Yes, it was a troubled dream. It was the dream of London.


In a later section of his poem Wordsworth also adverts to the condition of London as being ‘of one identity’, by which he means that the condition of urban living renders everyone and everything alike. The individual is simply part of the crowd, and human existence itself becomes one monotonous round with ‘no law, no meaning and no end’. That is indeed one of the characteristics of London. It can emphasize the sense of helplessness and hopelessness. The mean streets, the endless and continuous development of area after area, can induce feelings of despair in the inhabitants. There are proportionately more suicides and more cases of mental illness in the city than in any other part of the country. That is one of the aspects of the city.


But it can also induce a sense of freedom and well-being. There are many people who feel liberated by the anonymity of London, for example, and who see the city as an arena for adventure and chance encounter. It is characteristic that novels set in the capital, for example, depend to a large extent upon the forces of accident and coincidence to shape their plots – as if the endless and adventitious array of people can spark off incident and action.


There are other metaphors. Throughout the recorded history of the city London has often been compared to a prison. It is in a literal sense the prison city of Europe. There are more prisons in London than in any other capital city. But in a larger sense it has also been seen as a prison house of the spirit. In the writings of Blake and of Dickens – to take two examples of Cockney visionaries – the materialism and constriction of the city turn into one vast gaol or prison yard in which the citizens are all inmates.


The city has also been deemed to be a vast market place. Of individual markets there is no end – Covent Garden, Smithfield, Leather Lane, Billingsgate, Borough Market, Chapel Market. The list is endless. London is the home of commerce and of trade, but it is also an arena where profit and loss are the only imperatives and where everything is put out for sale. One of the earliest poems about the city, ‘London Lickpenny’, is devoted to the travails of the medieval market places where all the goods of the world are to be found. But this is a city in which only money counts, where the rich can dine and the poor can starve. That is the essential meaning of the market. The Stocks Market of the medieval period was one in which fish and flesh, vegetables and fruit, were readily available. The term has since been adopted by the Stock Market, just a few hundred yards away from the original site of the Stocks Market. The same greed and appetite prevail. It is the condition of London itself.


This anthology also helps to illuminate specific aspects of the experience of London. It has, for example, always been a violent and belligerent city. One of the possible derivations of the word itself may be londos, the Celtic word for cruel. Ever since its inception it has been the arena for street conflict and for individual assault. The records of medieval London are filled with killing and battering. The citizens of London themselves were compared to a swarm of bees which, when angry, cluster together and sting. The streets of the city have been filled with violent crowds. The word mob, from mobile vulgus, was coined in London. There is an account here of William Pitt being set upon by an angry crowd in the late 18th century, but that is only example of the many occasions when violence has arisen suddenly and casually in the heart of the city.


Whenever Samuel Johnson took a stroll, he always carried a stout cudgel with him. It was sensible to have some protection from the depredations of the drunken, the angry or the desperate. Until recent times it was not considered safe to walk the streets after dark. When travellers wished to make the journey down St John Street, towards Smithfield, they would wait together until a large assembly of them had collected. Only then did they feel safe enough to walk down the thoroughfare. There were many ‘no go’ areas in the heart of London, where there was no civic authority of any kind. Areas such as St Giles and Seven Dials were often compared to the jungles in the heart of Africa, so fearsome they had become.


There are also accounts in this anthology of the pride and pleasure that ordinary Londoners took in street fights, and of the aptitude with which they would form rings around the contestants. There are accounts, too, of the insolence of the mob when confronted with its so-called ‘betters’. Londoners were also excessively jingoistic, and a foreign traveller walked through the streets at his or her peril. The French and the Spanish were particularly unpopular, while the Dutch and Germans passed almost unnoticed. It was not the ‘lower’ members of society only who were engaged in brutal behaviour. There is a description here of gang of young gallants, known as the Mohawks, who terrorized the inhabitants of the West End with their brutal antics. They were in fact only one of a number of gangs in the 18th century who paraded through the streets and wreaked havoc wherever they ventured. There is general agreement among foreign writers, however, that London was a more ferocious city than any of its counterparts in Europe – and that Londoners, as a race, were rude and pugnacious.


That is why the crueller forms of blood sport have been very popular with the London crowd. For many centuries the sports of bull-baiting and bear-baiting were the most successful entertainment along the south bank of the river. To foreigners it was a matter of wonder, and indeed of horror, that such barbarous sports should draw such large crowds.


The history of London has also been the history of riot. There are accounts in this volume of the theatrical riots of the 18th century, when the crowds demanded the reinstatement of the ‘old prices’. But there were riots over plays and players, to such an extent that it became an act of bravery to enter a theatre. There were riots by coal-heavers and car-men, by apprentices and by vagrants. There were election riots and food riots. In the Gordon Riots of 1780 the capital was seized with paralysis when it seemed likely that the mob would take total command of the entire city. In a city as large and as constricting as London these riots represent some kind of hectic fever. You cannot contain so many people within such narrow streets and alleys without some kind of explosion. Or the riots may be seen as an attempt to tear down the bars of the prison world that is London.


Another aspect of London life to which foreign observers often adverted was the general voraciousness of Londoners. In a sense the citizens had simply acquired the characteristics of their city. London itself has always been voracious, drawing in people from all over the kingdom and indeed people from all over the world. But Londoners, too, were great devourers. They consumed endless quantities of food and drink. The taverns and eating houses of the city were replete with beef. The streets were filled with drunks of every class and age. There are accounts here of Charles Lamb, that quintessential Londoner, becoming very drunk indeed at an ‘immortal dinner’ in Hampstead in the company of Wordsworth and Keats. Keats himself, being a Londoner, was also a very great drinker. It is possible that the first stanza of his ‘Ode To a Nightingale’ was inspired by a hangover. There is an account here by William Hickey of returning home drunk from a party which is almost too vivid, and too painful, to be read.


With excessive drink, of course, comes the desire for sex. London has always been a promiscuous place, filled with strange vices. In a city of finance, the poor have nothing to sell but their bodies. So throughout the centuries the prostitutes have congregated here, advertising themselves in the 21st century as in the 18th century as ‘new in town’.


There are other characteristics of the city and its inhabitants evinced in these pages. The loneliness of Londoners must always be taken into account. The impersonality and anonymity of the city have often been noticed, and the surprising ease with which an individual can be swallowed up by the crowd is only one indication of the vast solitariness which can be experienced in the midst of millions of fellow creatures. That is why London has often been compared to a desert or to a jungle. Londoners have generally been described as gruff or taciturn, bland or laconic, as if the conditions of their existence did not call for profound or elaborate utterance. It was simply a case of getting on with a hard task. That also accounts for the well-known Cockney stoicism in the case of dangers or emergencies.


Churchill captures this in his accounts of the Blitz, included here, when he remarks that ‘London was like some huge prehistoric animal, capable of enduring terrible injuries, mangled and bleeding from many wounds, and yet preserving its life and movement’. The phrase at the time of the German Blitz was ‘London can take it’. Indeed it did. It has taken a great many other disasters, before and since, without losing its identity or continuity. It dances on its own ashes. It is revived after every assault, and is reborn in every generation. It cannot cease growing. When Christopher Wren looked for a large stone to mark the exact centre for the new dome of St Paul’s, he was given part of a gravestone with the single word ‘Resurgam’. I will rise again. It became the symbol of his own resurrection of the cathedral, and indeed it can be seen as the true legend of London. As this anthology demonstrates, it is the infinite and inexhaustible city.





THE EARLY HISTORY OF THE CITY
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[1] The foundation of the city of London (c. 1100 bc); from The History of the Kings of Britain by Geoffrey of Monmouth.


After the Trojan war, Æneas, flying with Ascanius from the destruction of their city, sailed to Italy. There he was honourably received by King Latinus, which raised against him the envy of Turnus, King of the Rutuli, who thereupon made war against him. Upon their engaging in battle, Æneas got the victory and, having killed Turnus, obtained the kingdom of Italy, and with it Lavinia the daughter of Latinus . . . the woman brought forth a son, and died of his birth; but the child was delivered to a nurse and called Brutus.


At length, after fifteen years were expired, the youth accompanied his father in hunting, and killed him undesignedly by the shot of an arrow . . . Upon his death, he was expelled from Italy, his kinsmen being enraged at him for so heinous a deed. Thus banished he went into Greece . . . at length he arrived at a certain island called Leogecia, which had been formerly wasted by the incursions of pirates, and was then uninhabited. Brutus, not knowing this, sent three hundred armed men ashore to see who inhabited it; but they finding nobody, killed several kinds of wild beasts which they met with in the groves and woods, and came to a desolate city, in which they found a temple of Diana, and in it a statue of that goddess which gave answers to those that came to consult her. At last, loading themselves with the prey which they had taken in hunting, they returned to their ships, and gave their companions an account of this country and city. Then they advised their leader to go to the city, and after offering sacrifices, to inquire of the deity of the place, what country was allotted them for their place of settlement. To this proposal all assented; so that Brutus, attended with Gerion, the augur, and twelve of the oldest men, set forward to the temple, with all things necessary for the sacrifice. Being arrived at the place, and presenting themselves before the shrine with garlands about their temples, as the ancient rites required, they made three fires to the three deities, Jupiter, Mercury, and Diana, and offered sacrifices to each of them. Brutus himself, holding before the altar of the goddess a consecrated vessel filled with wine, and the blood of a white hart, with his face looking up to the image, broke silence in these words:




‘Diva potens nemorum, terror sylvestribus apris;


Cui licet amfractus ire per æthereos,


Infernasque domos; terrestria jura resolve,


Et dic quas terras nos habitare velis?


Dic certam sedem qua te venerabor in ævum,


Qua tibi virgineis templa dicabo choris?’


Goddess of woods, tremendous in the chase


To mountain boars, and all the savage race!


Wide o’er the ethereal walks extends thy sway,


And o’er the infernal mansions void of day!


Look upon us on earth! unfold our fate,


And say what region is our destined seat?


Where shall we next thy lasting temples raise?


And choirs of virgins celebrate thy praise?





These words he repeated nine times, after which he took four turns round the altar, poured the wine into the fire, and then laid himself down upon the hart’s skin, which he had spread before the altar, where he fell asleep. About the third hour of the night, the usual time for deep sleep, the goddess seemed to present herself before him, and foretell his future success as follows:




‘Brute! sub occasum solis trans Gallica regna


Insula in oceano est undique clausa mari:


Insula in oceano est habitata gigantibus olim,


Nunc deserta quidem, gentibus apta tuis.


Hanc pete, namque tibi sedes erit illa perennis:


Sic fiet natis altera Troja tuis.


Sic de prole tua reges nascentur: et ipsis


   Totius terræ subditus orbis erit.’


Brutus! there lies beyond the Gallic bounds


An island which the western sea surrounds,


By giants once possessed; now few remain


To bar thy entrance, or obstruct thy reign.


To reach that happy shore thy sails employ;


There fate decrees to raise a second Troy,


And found an empire in thy royal line,


Which time shall ne’er destroy, nor bounds confine.





Awakened by the vision, he was for some time in doubt with himself, whether what he had seen was a dream or a real appearance of the goddess herself, foretelling to what land he should go. At last he called to his companions, and related to them in order the vision he had in his sleep, at which they very much rejoiced, and were urgent to return to their ships, and while the wind favoured them, to hasten their voyage towards the west, in pursuit of what the goddess had promised . . . He repaired to the fleet, and loading it with the riches and spoils he had taken, set sail with a fair wind towards the promised island, and arrived on the coast of Totness . . .


The island was then called Albion, and was inhabited by none but a few giants. Notwithstanding this, the pleasant situation of the places, the plenty of rivers abounding with fish, and the engaging prospect of its woods, made Brutus and his company very desirous to fix their habitation in it. They therefore passed through all the provinces, forced the giants to fly into the caves of the mountains, and divided the country among them according to the directions of their commander. After this they began to till the ground and build houses, so that in a little time the country looked like a place that had been long inhabited. At last Brutus called the island after his own name Britain, and his companions Britons; for by these means he desired so perpetuate the memory of his name. From whence afterwards the language of the nation, which at first bore the name of Trojan, or rough Greek, was called British . . .


Brutus . . . formed a design of building a city and, with this view, travelled through the land to find out a convenient situation; and, coming to the river Thames, he walked along the shore, and at last pitched upon a place very fit for his purpose. Here, therefore, he built a city, which he called New Troy; under which name it continued a long time after, till [the reign of] his grandson Lud became famous for the building of cities, and for rebuilding the walls of Trinovantum, which he also surrounded with innumerable towers. He likewise commanded the citizens to build houses, and all other kinds of structures in it, so that no city in all foreign countries to a great distance round could show more beautiful palaces. He was withal a warlike man, and very magnificent in his feasts and public entertainments. And though he had many other cities, yet he loved this above them all, and resided in it the greater part of the year; for which reason it was afterwards called Kaerlud, and by the corruption of the word, Caerlondon; and again by change of languages, in process of time, London; as also by foreigners who arrived here, and reduced this country under their subjection, it was called Londres. At last, when he was dead, his body was buried by the gate which to this time is called in the British tongue after his name . . .


[2] The revolt of Boudicca, ad 61; from The Life of Agricola by Tacitus.


The Britons, relieved from present dread by the absence of the governor, began to hold conferences, in which they painted the miseries of servitude, compared their several injuries, and inflamed each other with such representations as these: ‘That the only effects of their patience were more grievous impositions upon a people who submitted with such facility. Formerly they had one king respectively; now two were set over them, the lieutenant and the procurator, the former of whom vented his rage upon their life’s blood, the latter upon their properties; the union or discord of these governors was equally fatal to those who they ruled, while the officers of the one, and the centurions of the other, joined in oppressing them by all kinds of violence and contumely; so that nothing was exempted from their avarice, nothing from their lust. In battle it was the bravest who took spoils; but those whom they suffered to seize their houses, force away their children, and exact levies, were, for the most part, the cowardly and effeminate; as if the only lesson of suffering of which they were ignorant was how to die for their country. Yet how inconsiderable would the number of invaders appear did the Britons but compute their own forces! From considerations like these, Germany had thrown off the yoke, though a river and not the ocean was its barrier. The welfare of their country, their wives, and their parents called them to arms, while avarice and luxury alone incited their enemies; who would withdraw as even the deified Julius had done, if the present race of Britons would emulate the valour of their ancestors, and not be dismayed at the event of the first or second engagement. Superior spirit and perseverance were always the share of the wretched; and the gods themselves now seemed to compassionate the Britons, by ordaining the absence of the general, and the detention of his army in another island. The most difficult point, assembling for the purpose of deliberation, was already accomplished; and there was always more danger from the discovery of designs like these, than from their execution.’


Instigated by such suggestions, they unanimously rose in arms, led by Boadicea, a woman of royal descent (for they make no distinction between the sexes in succession to the throne) and, attacking the soldiers dispersed through the garrisons, stormed the fortified posts, and invaded the colony itself, as the seat of slavery. They omitted no species of cruelty with which rage and victory could inspire barbarians; and had not Paullinus, on being acquainted with the commotion of the province, marched speedily to its relief, Britain would have been lost. The fortune of a single battle, however, reduced it to its former subjection; though many still remained in arms, whom the consciousness of revolt, and particular dread of the governor, had driven to despair. Paullinus, although otherwise exemplary in his administration, having treated those who surrendered with severity, and having pursued too rigorous measures, as one who was revenging his own personal injury also, Petronius Turpilianus was sent in his stead, as a person more inclined to lenity, and one who, being unacquainted with the enemy’s delinquency, could more easily accept their penitence. After having restored things to their former quiet state, he delivered the command to Trebellius Maximus.
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