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James Muirden has written some thirty books on astronomy


and space, and in addition has been a film reviewer and telescope


maker. He is currently studying the astronomical orientation of


medieval churches. Married with two children, he lives in Devon.


Four lines I’m granted to describe my life –
No need for more, as far as I can see!
I’ve got two children and a wife
And don’t take any sugar in my tea.


Praise for


A Rhyming History of Britain


‘wacky, fun and memorable’ 
 

The Good Book Guide


‘a quirky, charming – and ultimately illuminating – poem’
 

Daily Telegraph


‘Could start a rhyming trend . . . “It all starts with
this little book,To which I wish the best of luck!”’ 
 

The Times
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For Dan and Emma
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Introduction


I am not a historian. In fact, I wrote this poem in order to teach myself some history. I thought that sorting facts into verse form would concentrate my mind wonderfully.Which it did!


I end my history in 1966 – the year of swinging London, when England won the World Cup. It was also the year when a phase of my own life ended, and I left that lofty Victorian house in Earls Court, London, where I had lived since the end of the war, when I was three.


My parents ran it as a boarding house. It was a remarkable boarding house, because people came only on recommendation, and usually stayed for years – until they finished their course of study, or got married, or changed jobs. Everyone ate together at an immense table in the basement dining room, and my mother cooked vast meals at which there were always ‘seconds’. She sat at the end nearest the kitchen, and my father sat at the end nearest the window, and on Sunday lunchtimes he carved a ponderous, fat-drizzled joint of beef that had been brought to the subterranean tradesmen’s entrance by the butcher’s boy on his bicycle.


Some of the names who sat at that table achieved transient fame (such as the film actress Nancy Kwan); enduring fame (Richard Adams and Michael Holroyd – Michael never lived with us, but was friendly with a lodger, and would ‘come to tea’) or fatal fame (the only one, as far as I know– David Blakely,
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INTRODUCTION


subsequently murdered by Ruth Ellis, the last woman to be hanged). And there was the champion of Lutyens and Victorian Gothic, the architect Roderick Gradidge, then a student, who at some point in the Fifties persuaded my accommodating father to paint his ceiling dark green. It came as a shock, not long ago, to open the Guardian and find myself looking at his obituary.
 

I have always associated Roderick with the Cautionary Verses of Hilaire Belloc, perhaps because I can still hear and see him bursting with mirth as he quoted from them; and delighting in those poems as a youngster drummed their simple and jolly iambic tetrameters into my head, where they have te-tumtetummed away ever since:


Matilda1 told such Dreadful Lies
It made one Gasp and Stretch one’s Eyes …


So when I started on what I hoped would be a simple and jolly history, the form preceded the content. At a personal level, these couplets gallop over the bridge between the ending of my life in that extended family and the moment when I decided to write this rhyming history of the times that preceded it.



1Or Maud (pp.33–5)
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INTRODUCTION


Belloc’s ironic verses usually ended with a Moral –- in the case of George, whose balloon burst and caused the family house to collapse, it was that


… little Boys


Should not be given dangerous Toys.


Had he been alive today he might have enjoyed, or at least appreciated, the double irony of predicting a society so constrained by regulation and litigation that even conkers are now considered Dangerous Toys.Will balloons be next?


I was encouraged to write this book by Carol O’Brien, of Constable & Robinson; and it would have taken much longer without the help of my wife Helen, who had the answers to most of my historical questions and, being a librarian, knew where to look for the others. The finished poem found the perfect illustrator in David Eccles, whose genius took root in my rough compost and flowered gloriously. 
 

JAMES MUIRDEN
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Celts and Saxons 55BC—AD927


To start this Rhyming History,
I’ve chosen 55 BC.
The Romans, who had got their hands
On all the European lands,
Could see this last annoying bit,
And thought they ought to conquer it.
Their famous Caesar, Julius,
Did not know what to make of us –
He couldn’t work out who was who,
Since everyone was painted blue.
He took some souvenirs away,
Went home,  and said ‘Et tu, Brute?’


Julius Caesar invaded
55 & 54 BC



Caesar assassinated 44 BC
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CELTS AND SAXONS 55BC–AD927



c.700 BC



These folk were Celts, who, years before,
Had crossed the Channel to our shore –
Brave hostages of wind and tide,
And feeling rather sick inside.
The Bronze Age Britons had to flee
Their cutting-edge technology,
For these Celts ushered in the stage
That’s now known as the Iron Age.
Their priests, the Druids, seem to us
Malevolent and barbarous
(Though Stonehenge, coupled with their
         name,
Was defunct long before they came).


Emperor Claudius
invaded AD43


A century went by, and then
The Romans pestered us again.
Their new attack made better headway:
The crucial Battle of the Medway
(Not far from where the M2 crosses)
Was fought out with tremendous losses.
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CELTS AND SAXONS 55BC–AD927



But once the Roman troops broke through,
There wasn’t much the Celts could do,
Though people like Caratacus
And Boudicca made such a fuss
You’d think they didn’t want to feel
Ground down beneath a foreign heel.


40-52
60-61


The Romans, in their Roman way,
Got down to work without delay.
Roads led to London, chief of ports,
While legions, garrisoned in forts,
Saw raiders off along the coast.
The northern tribes annoyed them most,
So Hadrian got lots of stone
And built his wall (well, not alone).
Selected fast-track Celts were sent
To seminars in management,
And also practised how to chat in
The civil service newspeak – Latin.


Hadrian’s Wall c.130
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CELTS AND SAXONS 55BC–AD927



Thus, from a race which, let’s admit,
Was practically illiterate
(They retold stories short and tall,
And kept no paperwork at all),
Came servants of the Roman state
To audit and administrate.
Their villas, in the latest styles,
Encrusted with mosaic and tiles,
Included features far excelling
Your plain bog-standard Celtic dwelling.
Piped water gurgled into bowls,
And sewage disappeared down holes.


4






[image: image]

CELTS AND SAXONS 55BC–AD927



But this secure life depended
On keeping Britain well defended;
And when the soldiers went back home
To fight the hordes that threatened Rome
Our frontiers were left quite bare,
And caved in almost everywhere.
From Ireland came Scots (I’ve checked,
So take it from me that’s correct),
While out of Scotland Picts poured forth
And went rampaging through the north.
But Anglo-Saxons from the Rhine
Were where most people drew the line.


401-2


It was a dismal time indeed!
These Saxons were a fearful breed,
And if they came across a town,
Their policy was:’Burn it down!’
The Celts did not know how to fight
These folk who set their homes alight,
For centuries of Roman law
Had left them ill-equipped for war.
So, with no viable defence,
A friendly posture made most sense –
Which means that most of us today
Contain some Celtic DNA.
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CELTS AND SAXONS 55BC–AD927



c. 450–600


The Dark Ages appear to be
A time of total anarchy,
Almost unchronicled, we think,
Because the monks ran out of ink.
The little that we’re sure of, lies
Beneath much guesswork and surmise.
King Arthur and his Celtic knights
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CELTS AND SAXONS 55BC–AD927



Are one of fancy’s finer flights:
Their exploitation has persisted,
Despite no proof that they existed –
Though evidence has now been found
That tables then were sometimes round.
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CELTS AND SAXONS 55BC–AD927



c.450


521-97


During those years of doubt and dread,
The Christian faith began to spread
(Though it had started to impinge
Upon the so-called Celtic Fringe
During the Roman occupation).
It was a work of dedication:
One Celtic Christian, Patrick, went
To Ireland, while some were sent
To wild lands beyond the Humber –
This team included St Columba.
But still most Anglo-Saxons swore
By heavy tacklers such as Thor.
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CELTS AND SAXONS 55BC–AD927



When local zeal had lost all hope,
They got some backing from the Pope,
Who did his best to help their fight
And show these pagan souls the light.
Augustine led a delegation:
A man of utmost veneration –
Though maybe, later on, surprised
When posthumously canonized.
(Two saints share this illustrious name.
The other earned the greater fame
By praying, to relieve his worry:


‘Lord, make me chaste – but there’s no hurry’.)


Pope Gregory r. 590–604


597


Augustine of Hippo 354–430


Augustine managed to convert
The king of Kent, called Ethelbert,
Who met him in the open air
To keep an eye on who was there.
So Canterbury was the base
From which the movement grew apace –
A status it retains today.
The saintly mission worked away,
Inspired by a will divine
To bring more kingdoms into line.
They could, with justice, claim success:
The realm was Christian, more or less.
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CELTS AND SAXONS 55BC–AD927



From c.790


One faith; but on the other hand,
Too many kingdoms shared the land –
Divided rule could never be
A basis for security.
So now the Vikings rowed and baled
(And no doubt swam, if all else failed)
To reach our unprotected coast,
And see which one could rape the most –
The Danes, especially, had a craze
For active package holidays.
They toppled kingdoms one by one:
Another problem had begun.
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CELTS AND SAXONS 55BC–AD927



By now, the Saxons must have felt
What it was like to be a Celt
When their own hordes began to pour
Across the land in days of yore.
Although they did their level best,
The Danes swept on towards the West,
Where Alfred, culinary king
Of Wessex, told his friends to bring
Whatever manpower they had got,
And they’d make mincemeat of the lot.
Too late, the Danes saw their mistake:
This wouldn’t be a piece of cake.
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CELTS AND SAXONS 55BC–AD927



878


Known as the ‘Peace of
Wedmore’


Hungry for action, both sides met
At Edington, in Somerset.
King Guthrum, leader of the Danes,
Was quickly racked with stomach pains:
He skipped the pudding, praised the cook,
And swore upon the Holy Book
To change his ways. Eventually
They sorted out a boundary
Along the Thames, then north to meet
The A5,known as Watling Street.
It went through Milton Keynes, past
        Leicester,
Then took the right fork up to Chester.
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CELTS AND SAXONS 55BC–AD927



This so-called Peace of London meant
A major new development:
For through its formal demarcation
It recognized the ‘English’ nation
As those who owned the south and west –
With Danelaw taking up the rest.
King Alfred wanted to be shot
Of this usurping Danish lot,
But realized it could not be done
Until the English fought as one.
The cornerstone, he clearly saw,
Would have to be a common law.


?881


When Guthrum died, the treaty ended;
But England was now well defended
By mobile part-time troops, who went
Wherever there was harassment.
Defence then turned into attack:
The Nordic hordes were driven back,
And Danelaw gradually receded
As Alfred’s kingly heirs succeeded.
His grandson,Athelstan, completed
The reconquest, when he defeated
The northern Danes at York, to bring
The whole land under just one king.


890


The ‘fyrd’


Kingdom unified 927
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Houses of Cerdic and Denmark 927—1066


ATHELSTAN 927–39


ETHELRED 978–1016


With Athelstan, England became
A realm in fact as well as name.
The Welsh chiefs and the Scottish kings
Were busy with their private things,
And Ireland was out of sight
(I’ll say more when the time is right);
And though the Danes kept calling in
To see what trophies they could win,
No memorable name appears
In the succeeding forty years,
Till Ethelred, who, as you’ll guess,
Was famous for Unreadiness.


‘Danegeld’


He’s earned a dismal reputation.
Corruption and procrastination
Blotted his reign; he even paid
The Danes vast sums not to invade.
His first wife died – she’d had enough –
But he knew of a bit of stuff,
Emma of Normandy, still single
Though sweet and twenty (and bilingual).
Her brother was the Duke, which meant
A pretty hefty settlement,
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HOUSES OF CERDIC AND DENMARK 927–1066



So she was fetched to share the bed
Of rough, unready Ethelred.


1002


Their married life was hardly bliss,
For everything had gone amiss.
The Dane Sweyn Forkbeard claimed the
        crown:
The royals rapidly left town,
Bought single tickets to Calais,
And had a welcome holiday.
When Ethelred came back again,
He and his son were duly slain,
So now the Witan (council) got
Sweyn’s son Canute to stop the rot
(Who, incidentally, never tried
To order back the flowing tide).
 

Unsettled times 1013-16


EDMUND II Apr–Nov 1016


CANUTE 1016–35
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HOUSES OF CERDIC AND DENMARK 927–1066



This meant that Emma had to wait
On Brother’s Normandy estate,
With Edward (son and king-to-be) –
Producing endless tapestry
And bored out of her tiny mind.
Canute now wrote to her, to find
If she could feel enough affection
To seal another French Connection.
No better offer was around:
She sailed back to be re-crowned,
With lots of needlework: meanwhile,
Young Edward stayed abroad, in exile.


HAROLD I 1035–40


HARTHACNUT 1040–42


Years passed, until his quiet life
Was shattered by the blare of strife.
Canute’s enlightened reign had ended,
And now the country had descended
To bloody tumult, as his pair
Of sons disputed who was heir –
Within a few years both were dead,
Which knocked succession on the head.
The Witan noted down the name
Of anyone with any claim,
Since arrivistes with just a dribble
Of royal blood were eligible.
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