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      Alfred Duggan
1903–1964

    


    ‘There have been few historical imaginations better informed or more gifted than Alfred Duggan’s’ (The New Criterion).


    Historian, archaeologist and novelist Alfred Duggan wrote historical fiction and non-fiction about a wide range of subjects, in places and times as diverse as Julius Caesar’s Rome and the Medieval Europe of Thomas Becket.


    Although he was born in Argentina, Duggan grew up in England, and was educated at Eton and Balliol College, Oxford. After Oxford, he travelled extensively through Greece and Turkey, visiting almost all the sites later mentioned in his books. In 1935 he helped excavate Constantine’s palace in Istanbul.


    Duggan came to writing fiction quite late in his life: his first novel about the First Crusade, Knight in Armour, was published in 1950, after which he published at least a book every year until his death in 1964. His fictional works were bestselling page-turners, but thoroughly grounded in meticulous research informed by Duggan’s experience as an archaeologist and historian.


    Duggan has been favourably compared to Bernard Cornwell as well as being praised in his own right as ‘an extremely gifted writer who can move into an unknown period and give it life and immediacy’ (New York Times).


  

    

      PLACE NAMES IN THE STORY

    


    

      Anderida

       Pevensey

      

      


      Aquae Sulis

       Bath

      

      


      Arelatum

       Arles

      

      


      Armorica

       Brittany

      

      


      Augusta Treverorum

       Trier

      

      


      Calleva

       Silchester

      

      


      Corinium

       Cirencester

      

      


      Demetia

       South Wales

      

      


      Deva

       Chester

      

      


      Dumnonia

       Now Devonshire, but then including also Somerset,

      


      Cornwall and Dorset

      

      


      Durobrivae I

       Caistor-next-Norwich

      

      


      Durobrivae II

       Rochester

      

      


      Durovernum

       Canterbury

      

      


      Eboracum

       York

      

      


      Elmetia

       West Riding of Yorkshire

      

      


      Glevum

       Gloucester

      

      


      Lindum

       Lincoln

      

      


      Loidis

       Leeds and district

      

      


      Londinium

       London

      

      


      Noviomagus

       Chichester

      

      


      Otadini

       A tribe of the eastern lowlands of Scotland

      

      


      Portus

       Portsmouth

      

      


      Ratae

       Leicester

      

      


      Regni

       Name of the British tribe living in Sussex before the Romans

      


      came to Britain

      

      


      Regulbium

       Reculver

    


    

      Sabrina F.

       River Severn

      

      


      Sea of Vectis

       Solent

      

      


      Sequana F.

       River Seine

      

      


      Sorbiodunum

       Salisbury

      

      


      Valentia

       Uncertain, but probably in South Wales

      

      


      Vectis

       Isle of Wight

      

      


      Venedotia

       North Wales

      

      


      Venta

       Winchester

      

      


      Verulamium

       St Albans

    


  

    

      1.
451–469
Childhood in the
Kingdom of the Regni

    


    I have attained a very great age, more than eighty years, and my exciting and various life is closing in great prosperity. It would be a pity if my adventures were entirely forgotten; but to preserve the memory of them will be a difficult undertaking, for my grandsons and their followers are quite uneducated, and I should be surprised if their children are ever taught to read. Yet learning is still preserved in the eastern parts of the world, and surely, after many generations, it will creep back to this island. Therefore I have decided to write the story of my life. When it is written down I shall seal it up in a stout metal box, and arrange to have it buried somewhere; not I think in my own grave, for my son will put a respectable amount of treasure there, and one day robbers will break into the mound; but in the foundations of a ruined church, for I think that these will presently be repaired.


    So here is the story of my life, told in Latin as accurate and elegant as I can make it after all these years of speaking another language; though here and there I have been compelled to use barbarian names for barbarian things.


    At the very beginning I am faced with a difficulty. At the present time we have no proper framework for dating events; our ancestors dated official documents by the names of the Consuls, though very often the year was quite old before we learnt here in Britain who the Consuls were. Or one could use the regnal years of the Emperors; I generally know who was reigning in Constantinople a few years ago, but I don’t know the date of his accession, and I might easily miss out some Emperor altogether; in my lifetime their reigns have often ended unexpectedly. There are other ways of naming the years, for example from the Creation of the World or the Foundation of the City; but people disagree about when the World was created, and I am not sure that the City is still standing. I shall reckon from the Incarnation of Christ, as I believe some holy men have done; if anyone wants to compare this system with his own different calendar, please note that the third Consulship of Aetius, which is still remembered in Britain, is the equivalent of 446 by my reckoning.


    I shall have to tell at some length the story of my family, for it explains how I am at the same time a citizen, descended from citizens, and yet quite genuinely Woden-born. My great-greatgrandfather was Fraomar King of the Buccinobantes, a tribe in the great confederation of the Alemanni of Germany; of course he was Woden-born, like all German Kings. Fraomar’s land had been so devastated in war that his people decided to emigrate, but they were too weak to win new fields by the sword; accordingly they petitioned the Emperor Valentinian I, who allowed them to settle in the southern part of Britain, about the year 370. Fraomar’s own estate was near Anderida, the great fortress on the Channel, which he helped to guard from pirates. His son, Fradogild, was Woden-born on both sides, but he was brought up a Christian, and married the daughter of a citizen. Their eldest son was my grandfather, Gaius Flavius Coroticus. His first two names are not important; no one uses the praenomen except in legal documents, and nearly every citizen in Britain is either a Julius or a Flavius; but it is worth noticing the cognomen. It came from his mother’s side of the family, and shows that they liked to think of themselves as descended from some ancient British chief before the coming of the Empire. In fact, there was quite a revival of old British names at that time, when everybody looked back regretfully to the good old days. My grandfather was a boy when the Germans crossed the Rhine on the ice and swept south-westward through Gaul; next year Constantine III was proclaimed Emperor in Britain, and invaded Gaul with all the troops he could collect. He took with him the garrison of Anderida, and my family began to treat that fortress as their private property. We have had no Emperor in Britain since; nor have we been able to attach ourselves to the Emperors in Italy, since the barbarians in Gaul cut us off from Ravenna.


    My grandfather grew up with one curious advantage; his grandparents, proud of their descent, had taught him to speak German as well as Latin. He realized that an educated man, who really knew both languages, would make a better interpreter than the average German who can grunt a few Latin words for things to eat, or the Roman officer who knows some barbarian war-cries. During most of his youth he was used by the governors of the different cities of south Britain to negotiate with German pirates about ransoms for prisoners and payments to make them go away, and when Vortigern King of Demetia was entrusted with the defence of the east coast he joined the King’s court as interpreter in German. He arranged the treaty by which King Vortigern settled Hengist and his three shiploads of Saxons on an island off the Kentish coast, where he was to protect south Britain from the pirates.


    You may think it odd that Vortigern should be a King, only forty years after the last Emperor had left Britain; but his office was quite regular. His ancestors had ruled a tribe of Britons north of the Wall, and had been brought down into Valentia to chase out the Irish. Unfortunately his splendid title set a bad example. All over Britain the municipalities had fallen under the rule of the local honestiores, the wealthy landowners whose evidence was officially regarded by the law courts as outweighing that of any number of coloni settled on the land; these men began to imitate his grandeur, more especially as Kingship is obviously a hereditary distinction, and they wanted their power to descend to their sons. Soon the whole country was a mosaic of little Kingdoms.


    When my grandfather Coroticus decided to follow the fortunes of Vortigern he turned over the management of the family estates to his only son Eleutherus, my father, who was three-quarters Roman and married to a Roman wife. So when I was born in the year 451, and christened Coroticus after my grandfather, the position of affairs was fairly complicated, but peaceful. My father Eleutherus was living with my mother on the family estate, between Anderida and the Great Forest; my grandfather Coroticus was with Vortigern, who lived mostly at Durovernum in Kent, where the danger from the barbarians was greatest; Hengist and his followers dwelt in their island and kept the pirates away; and considering the state of the world at that time we were on the whole prosperous. If you had asked a colonus in one of the villages who ruled him, the answer would have been my father Eleutherus, the owner of the fortress. If you had asked my father who ruled him, he would have said that he had to follow King Vortigern in war, but that in the lands round Anderida he had no superior. There were no law courts for the whole island, as there had been fifty years before, but each man did justice for his coloni, whether slave or free.


    I was the third child of my parents, and the third son. My eldest brother, Constans, was six years older, and my second brother, Paul, two years; my mother had thought it her duty to suckle my two brothers, but she went through a bad time at my birth, and I needed a wet-nurse. My grandfather found a healthy young Saxon woman; according to the laws of the barbarians she was unmarried, but she had been seduced by a chief; his wife, who was childless and jealous, murdered the baby, and the mother fled to my grandfather in fear of her life. I mention this to bring out several points about the Saxons; the lack of supervision of their virgins, the power of their married women, and the rather insulting habit of the chiefs, who insisted on marrying wives of their own race, though they would amuse themselves with captive Roman women. The result was that I was suckled and brought up by this Saxon woman, who had been christened at my mother’s orders and was always called by her Christian name, Ursula. My grandfather encouraged her to talk German to me, and gave me lessons himself when he was at home, so that I grew up bilingual in Latin and German, but with hardly any knowledge of Celtic; while my brothers spoke Latin to their parents and the other gentry, but Celtic to the servants. Three languages are too much for anyone to learn at once, and I have always spoken Celtic badly, with a strong German accent.


    Quite naturally, I grew up to dislike my brothers. There was no settled future for me; my father, who dreamt of turning Anderida into a Kingdom, was determined to leave everything to Constans; my mother had vowed Paul to the Church, and he was brought up with the idea of becoming a Bishop one day; it was frequently pointed out that I was an unwanted extra, and would have to make my own way in the world.


    My earliest memories are of the villa we lived in, north of Anderida. It was a great rambling place, with stables and granaries stretching on both sides of the dwelling house, and ranges of wooden cabins for the slaves. There had been an upper storey once, but only traces of it remained, for the whole establishment had been sacked and burnt in the great barbarian raids about eighty years before my birth. The ground floor of brick and rubble had survived the fire, and my great-grandfather had put a roof on it; every year we had to patch some part of the walls, so that the house had a curiously particoloured appearance, but so had all the other large villas in the neighbourhood. What is the use of building an expensive house when it will soon be sacked? In all my life I have never seen anybody begin to build in proper masonry from the ground up. But though the house was only the shadow of what it had been, it was still the largest and most impressive in the neighbourhood.


    We were all Christians, my mother especially so, and I was brought up to despise the western Britons who still sometimes propitiate Nodens of the Silver Hand; though looking back it seems to me that they have had more help from Heaven than my devout family ever received. There was a chapel in the villa, and occasionally Mass was said there; I know my mother would have liked to have a chaplain staying in the house, and my father would also have liked this extra dignity. But the Bishop of Noviomagus would not allow us to keep a private chaplain, on account of the great shortage that prevailed of secular clergy.


    That Bishop was rather a tiresome man anyway. He held the theory that although we were cut off from the Empire Roman law was still in force, and he was always expostulating with my father for arming his slaves. He pointed out that the fundamental regulation of the Empire was that workers on the land must stick to their hereditary task; it is an unattractive life, that no one would choose for himself if he had the chance of anything better, but we should all starve if no one ploughed. That of course is perfectly true, but we would never have gathered our harvest if we had not guarded the crops from raiders. My father could easily provide both plough men and armed guards; his following increased every year, as the poorer citizens of Kent fled through the Forest to escape from Hengist’s foraging parties or Vortigern’s tax-collectors.


    I suppose I can say conventionally that my childhood was the happiest time of my life. My brother Constans bullied me sometimes, but he spent most of his time out in the fields, while I chattered German to Ursula at home; Paul’s future was all mapped out; one day he would be Bishop of Noviomagus, and he was already preparing for the part, with his face fixed in a smile of neighbourly love. There was plenty to eat, and we were growing richer and more powerful every year. My father was at home most of the time, and was quietly engaged in recruiting his guard, so that one day he would have a real comitatus.


    I remember a long visit from my grandfather when I was six; he looked very grand and impressive, with his hair and beard worn long in the German fashion, and a beautiful silk cloak that was a present from King Vortigern. He was delighted to find how well I spoke German, and used to tell me in that language long stories about his dealings with Hengist. I remember another visitor about the same time, and a rather ominous one. This was Viriconius, who had been the largest landowner near Regulbium in northeast Kent, and in practice the ruler of the district. But King Vortigern had given his lands to Hengist, and he was now a pensioner at the court of Durovernum. I know that my father was depressed by this reminder of what might happen to us one day, but he trusted to my grandfather’s influence at court.


    When I was seven, that would be in the year 458, there came the first sudden upset of my life of sudden upsets. One summer evening an excited messenger rode in from the Forest, we spent all that night packing our clothes and plate, and next morning I was sent to Anderida, with the rest of the women and children. The able-bodied men stayed behind to dig defences. What had happened was this: Hengist had quarrelled with King Vortigern, and the Saxons had attacked Durovernum. The King, who was more of a politician than a soldier, had fled to his hereditary dominions beyond the Sabrina, but his son Vortimer was trying to raise an army to keep the raiders in Kent. All this was happening just the other side of the Forest, which a man can cross in three days; but it is tangled and roadless, so we did not expect the main army of the Saxons to come our way. Nevertheless the women and children were safer behind walls.


    Of course, when we arrived in the fortress we children expected desperate and bloody fighting at once; Constans was allowed to carry a sword, though the hilt was kept sealed to the scabbard so that he could not draw it without the knowledge of the grown-ups; and I was disappointed that I was not given one too. Paul hung around the church, and carried doles to the poor; he never was a fighting man. But as long as there was a hostile army in the field the Saxons were afraid to plunge into the Great Forest. We heard very little accurate news of what was happening, though there definitely was a war, with pitched battles, not merely casual raiding. Perhaps I know more about it than anyone else, for I was told the Saxon side of the quarrel as well as the Roman. There were many stray Germans dotted about the countryside as slaves or hired guards, and they told the news to Ursula, who passed it on to me.


    This is roughly what caused the war, as far as I can make out from the abuse each side directed at the other. King Vortigern was a tough old politician, and his private life was pretty scandalous; one day he saw Hengist’s daughter, the child of his Saxon wife, and therefore a Saxon virgin of high lineage. She was attractive, at any rate to one used to seeing Saxons in the mass and the King asked her father if he might take her into his household. Hengist was quite agreeable, presents were exchanged, and the girl came to Durovernum. I have already told you of the high position the Saxons give to their well-born virgins, and Hengist thought that King Vortigern would make her his consort (of course there could be no question of Christian marriage); but King Vortigern kept a large establishment of concubines, and he installed this girl among them, in rather a lowly place. The new concubine managed to send a complaint to her family that she was being despised and insulted, and the Saxons flared up at once. They are always on the look-out for Romans to treat them as an inferior race. Hengist was in a strong position at the time, for not long before he had been joined by his son, Oisc, with sixteen shiploads of reinforcements; he sent a very rude message to the King, and marched on Durovernum with his whole army.


    Although the King at once set out for his dominions in the far west, ostensibly to raise reinforcements from the mountaineers of Valentia, there was, as I have said, much more real fighting than in most of the wars of my manhood. Young Vortimer and his brother Categirn led the royal comitatus and the local militia in three pitched battles that summer, and in the first they were fairly successful; Categirn was killed in it, but so was Horsa, the brother of Hengist. Then more and more Saxons came to join the army in Kent, some from other settlements they had on the east coast of Britain, some across the sea from Germany; while Vortimer’s forces dwindled. The King, though he raised an army in the west, kept it about him for his own protection; and the petty rulers of the southeast, such as my father, were reluctant to send their men to serve under a rival. Nevertheless the second battle was fought right on the coast near Regulbium, and at the end of the day the Romans held the battlefield. But Hengist was a most persistent man and so well known among the Germans that he could always gather fresh recruits; he tried again, and in the third battle Vortimer was slain and his army scattered.


    We had been camping out in Anderida all that summer, expecting to go home to the villa when the war was over; but the news that the Roman army in Kent had been destroyed meant that the open country would be unsafe for a long time, and my father decided to live permanently in the fortress. He set about building a town house; it was only timber-framed wattle and plaster, and it contained no bath, because a hypocaust is such a tricky thing to make; but it was roomy and gaily painted, and it looked quite smart when it was new.


    No one could tell how long we would have to stay behind walls, and we settled down to live as we thought townsmen should. All the gentry for miles had come in to take refuge, and there were plenty of children of my own age and class; my mother thought it a splendid chance to start a school that would give us a really good education, but the difficulty was to get hold of a competent teacher. My father offered a large salary, and Gaul is always full of unemployed rhetoricians, but though a fishing-boat made the daring voyage across the Channel with an invitation, none of them would face the danger of the journey or the uncertain life in such a frontier town. In the end my mother had to fall back on a Dumnonian named Peter, who had been trained for the Church, but had never been allowed to take even deacon’s orders because he was accused of being a Pelagian heretic; I don’t think Master Peter had the strength of character to be different from his neighbours, and if he had ever been a Pelagian it must only have been because he found himself among heretics. Like most Dumnonians he had been brought up to speak nothing but Celtic in the home, and this was an advantage; a man who has acquired Latin only as a learned language usually speaks it more correctly than a Gaul who has picked up slang and bad constructions in his cradle. He was very firm with us if we used barbarian words or dropped our case-endings, and I learned from him to write elegantly.


    The poor man was always telling us that it is the duty of the rich and well-born to serve the state; that is an excellent piece of morality, handed down to us from pagan Greeks, but when I was a boy it was rather difficult to apply. In fact, you might say that no state of any kind existed in Britain, and certainly none that had any claim to my allegiance. There was no Emperor nearer than Constantinople, and our fathers had given up the farce of proclaiming a local Emperor for Britain; if they did, he always took all the troops and treasure he could collect, and went overseas to enlarge his dominions. We had to obey King Vortigern if he really insisted on anything, but no one could love or honour that tough old intriguer from the western mountains. I grew up without any loyalty to anything outside the family.


    That winter the condition of things in Britain got very much worse. King Vortigern had stayed in the west while Vortimer was alive, for he knew that his heir would dethrone and imprison him if he stayed within reach. Now Vortimer was dead he came back with a small comitatus, but found his only course was to fix up some arrangement with Hengist. He ostentatiously gave his Saxon concubine the position of a queen, and kept the rest of his playmates out of sight in a remote castle of the west; then he opened negotiations by recognizing Hengist as King of Kent. At Christmas in the year 458 there was a great feast to celebrate the new alliance, but unfortunately fighting broke out when everyone was drunk. All were supposed to have come to the dinner unarmed, but the Saxons had brought the little seax-knives which they use for eating, and for other purposes as well; these are sharp iron knives, pointed and with a cutting blade on one side, though the other is thick and quite capable of parrying a sword-cut. The Saxons say that their tribal name comes from these knives, which are sacred objects that they must always carry. Anyway, these sacred objects came in very useful at the party, and though Vortigern’s comitatus put up enough resistance with benches and cutlery for the King to get safely away, for the rest of his life he was nothing more than the petty ruler of a castle beyond the Sabrina. Naturally, the official story that all Romans still believe was of a treacherous Saxon plot, but I heard from Ursula that it was a spontaneous and unpremeditated quarrel; King Vortigern had begun to make advances to a handsome Saxon youth, who presently struck him. It is very easy to anger Germans in this way.


    No one succeeded immediately to Vortigern’s position, and southeast Britain found itself without a leader. The Saxons began to raid far and wide, though they had neither the engines nor the patience to besiege walled towns. Nobody nowadays likes living in a stinking and crowded town, where there is no sport, and the presence of the clergy makes most people lead a far more Christian life than they are naturally inclined to; in consequence, those who had large sums of gold in their possession crossed the sea to Armorica, and the craftsmen who can earn a good living anywhere did the same if they could escape from their masters; but my father, whose property was in immovable land, stayed as near it as he could with safety.


    The Great Forest saved the country round Anderida. It is not an impassable barrier, but the roads through it are few, and so rough and narrow that pirates find it difficult to get their plunder back to Kent. The sea was open to Saxon ships, and they sometimes went down Channel, but our coast had been fortified by Stilicho; these forts were less than a hundred years old, and still quite defensible; in any case our land is rather a backwater. We heard terrible stories of the destruction in the midlands and the west, but only a few Saxon foragers and scouts occasionally found their way south from Kent. In the spring of 459 we expected to hear of the gathering of a Roman army, and of more hard-fought battles, but nothing of the kind happened, and the stupid wasteful raiding continued unchecked.


    I was learning to like town-life. Of course we were not cooped up inside the walls all the time; the ironworkers of the Forest sent us word if there were raiders about, and usually it was safe to go riding among the marshes near the town. Apart from my schooling, which I enjoyed because I was a quick learner, I was also being taught how to handle my weapons. My grandfather Coroticus undertook to teach me warfare; he was now living with us permanently, since Roman and Saxon were not on the sort of terms that needed an interpreter at treaty makings. Constans was at the age when he thought he knew it all already, and Paul intended to be a man of peace, but I liked my grandfather, I enjoyed learning, and I had the patience, unusual in a child, to practise as much as he told me. He had been a good fighting-man in his youth, and he had thought out his own views on the best method of self-defence. In the first place, he favoured the Saxon equipment. These barbarians use no body-armour, except a helmet and a round shield, and their swords are of the pattern called scramaseax, a heavy single-edged sabre with a sharp point; in fact, a bigger edition of the sacred seax-knife. It would seem as though warriors armed like this would not be a match for loricated Roman infantry, but you must remember two things: competent smiths were becoming very rare, so that many Romans had in fact no cuirasses, and though our men were trained to fight shoulder to shoulder, they were very badly trained. The Saxon method of fighting was quite different; they did not try to keep in ordered ranks, but charged independently as fast as they could run, knocked an opponent off his feet with a blow of the sword, and then jumped on him and cut his throat with the seax-knife. Half-trained men do not trust the comrades beside them well enough to stand firm against this charge. No wonder the barbarians usually beat us in pitched battles.


    My grandfather took great trouble with my training in single combat, though he did not try to teach me tactics; for he said that anyone but a fool could slink into a safe place in a set battle, but no one could prevent a treacherous assault when he was alone, and the important thing was to grow up to be a difficult man to murder. He taught me to go in hard, using the sword not to pierce but to knock the other man off his balance, and to strike with my shield at his face. I grew strong and active, for we had good food and plenty of exercise, and thanks to my town life I escaped the shambling clumsiness that so often mars the muscles of country-bred youths.


    Meanwhile I was doing quite well at school, though this was more because I had a quick brain and managed to get on the right side of Master Peter than because I worked hard at my lessons. I learnt to speak and write good Latin with ease and fluency, and history also interested me, since it has a bearing on present politics; but theology left me cold, though we had to study a great deal of it. I should also have liked to learn something of geography and where the different tribes of barbarians lived, but what was taught seemed to be out of date and unconvincing. I did not see much of my father, who was now governing the fortress; my mother had taken to her bed as a permanent invalid, and when I was not at school or military exercise I was talking to Ursula about the Saxons. She made them out to be a very fine people, and the best of them were the Jutes, who were her own ancestors and also Hengist’s. If I sometimes wished I had been born a barbarian who didn’t have to go to school she would remind me that I was Woden-born, and as good a German as any of them. I owe a great deal to Ursula.


    All this time we were living as though on an island, for no one friendly ever came to us through the Great Forest. The Saxons were plundering all the open country as far as the banks of the Sabrina. In 463, when I was twelve, we heard one piece of really shocking news: the townsmen of Calleva, a strong town among the forests south of the upper Thames, had grown tired of living permanently inside walls with Saxons watching them from behind every bush; they had decided to emigrate, and when their ruler tried to stop them they murdered him and went off to Dumnonia all the same. Their town was left empty, a standing invitation to any band of robbers who wanted a fortified base; they might at least have broken down the walls before they left. I remember hearing my father discuss it with my grandfather, for he feared our citizens might follow their example; but my grandfather pointed out that our men could not march anywhere safely by land, and we could stop them emigrating by sea if we kept a guard on the fishing-boats.


    Children accept the world as they find it; I took it for granted that all civilized men hid behind walls, and that the open country belonged to barbarians; but I also took it for granted that barbarians could never get inside the walls. Master Peter taught us that everything would come right soon, and then holy men would travel safely to Rome and back; but Ursula told me differently, and I secretly thought that she had more sense than the schoolmaster. In any case, things suited me very well as they were, and my father would not be such a great man if a Vicarius of Britain came back.


    Our followers now liked living in a town, and the coloni at the villa had grown used to their hazardous life; they ran into the woods so fast that the Saxons did not often catch one. Of course, every time they rebuilt their miserable huts these were more squalid and poorly furnished; but I suppose they were used to that also, and in any case there was nothing they could do about it. If things had stayed as they were I would have lived a prosperous and uneventful life in Anderida. But the world changes a great deal every year.


    In 465, when I was fourteen, my grandfather died. Luckily he had already taught me single combat and the German language, and I don’t think he knew anything else that was at all useful. I suppose he had led a fairly successful life; but I don’t think he had made the most of his opportunities. A man who was the go-between in all the negotiations of Vortigern and Hengist ought to have been able to grab something substantial out of the mess that they made. There was a splendid funeral, and the Bishop of Noviomagus made the dangerous journey by sea to conduct it. That was only decent, in spite of the old man’s descent from Woden, and my mother was very angry when she caught Ursula trying to smuggle his best sword into the coffin. She threatened to have her exorcised by the Bishop if she practised any more of this heathen nonsense. Ursula subsided at once. The poor woman was always terrified of anything that looked like Christian magic; most Saxons are, for though they have a lot of spells of their own, they always think other people’s are more powerful. Otherwise the funeral was a great success.


    My brother Constans was now nineteen, and he had finished his education. My father made him second-in-command of our armed forces, and he led a raid through the Forest and took some pigs from the Saxons of Kent without losing a single man. He knew a lot about the drill and tactics of our Roman ancestors, though that knowledge did not help him to lead our undrilled levies, and he was not particularly handy with his weapons in single combat. My second brother, Paul, at sixteen was nearly ready to begin his career in the Church; the Bishop took the opportunity of my grandfather’s funeral to ordain him deacon, although he was still under age according to the Canons. It was understood that he would be the next Bishop of Noviomagus, so that he had no desire to enter the priesthood just yet; it is much smarter to go straight from deacon to Bishop, without having the care of a parish. I never understood Paul; no one could be so unselfish and law-abiding as he appeared to be, certainly no member of my family; yet I could never catch him out in hypocrisy, and he really seemed to enjoy distributing alms to talkative and smelly old women. I could only suppose that he was far-seeing and had himself very well disciplined, with the intention of eventually becoming a Bishop of great temporal power; such Bishops rule many cities in Gaul, but I could see no opening for them in the present state of Britain.


    As for myself, at the age of fourteen my mind was as active and mature as it is now, and I had already decided on my future; I would become a ruler, with no superior at all, free to give my wishes the force of law. This was an ambitious goal for the third son of a petty tyrant, master of a single little town, and it needed very careful planning. I would have to get hold of some trustworthy followers from somewhere, but the fighting-men of Anderida were all attached to Constans and my father; I should have tried to win them over, but I was still too young to impress them by feats of arms; also a boy of that age has not got his desires under proper control. At about that time I seduced the daughter of one of my father’s best soldiers, and the man took offence; he was only a colonus by origin, but he had carried a sword for so long that he felt himself free, and complained to my father in open court. It was all very embarrassing, and the family were very nasty about it. Only Ursula admired my spirit, for the Saxons always blame the girl in these cases. She was quickly married off to an ironworker of the Forest, where women are scarce, and now I have even forgotten her name; but the whole episode showed me that I must practise self-control. After all, my ambition was not overweening and inordinate; I did not want a wide Kingdom, only an absolute one.


    Meanwhile the Saxon raids continued, all over Britain north of the Forest and east of the Sabrina; Hengist’s men in Kent had begun to plough the land and build wooden huts, as though they intended to stay for the rest of their lives, but everywhere else the barbarians wandered about the open country, laying waste the villages and spoiling much more than they consumed. They would have done better for themselves if they had come to some arrangement with the terrified villagers, and drawn a regular tribute, but then they would have lost the reputation for savagery which made them invincible, so perhaps they acted wisely.


    In 466, the year after my grandfather died, my father decided that the time was ripe for him to assume the title of King. He collected a large comitatus, several hundreds strong, and set off westward by land to return the visit of the Bishop of Noviomagus. That city was in theory governed by an ordo of curiales, that is hereditary town-councillors; but in fact the Bishop was much the greatest man in the place, and any agreement that he made would be ratified by his colleagues.


    After a short stay my father came back safely, and summoned his three sons to decide on the way he should proclaim his new dignity. It was the first time I had been asked to attend such a council, and I was delighted with this new sign that I was to be taken seriously in future. There were only six of us in my father’s office, the four members of the family, the commander of the comitatus, and the steward, who knew all about money and food supplies. I remember it vividly. The room was partitioned off from the sleeping apartments, under the gable farthest from the street; it was autumn, and there were some bits of charcoal in a bronze pan on the table, which was much more pleasant than the open fire in the middle of the floor which filled the big living-room with smoke; charcoal was rather a rarity, since it was made in the dangerous Forest; we felt very civilized with it glowing there wastefully in the middle of the room. When we were settled, and Maximus, the captain of the comitatus, had barred the inner door, my father began to speak:


    ‘The Bishop is a reasonable man, and he sees that he must accept my protection. Now what I propose is this: I shall give a great feast at Christmas to all the comitatus and as many of the citizens as I can feed. (That is why I want to consult you, Sergius.) At the proper time, when plenty of beer has been drunk, you, Maximus, will raise the cry, “Long live Eleutherus Rex”, and the citizens ought to join in if the feast has been good enough. Then the comitatus will raise me on that old legionary shield with the embossed decoration, and you, Paul, come forward, bless me, and sprinkle me with holy water. The drinking will presumably have sent Father John off to bed before that. He is the only man who might make a fuss; he wants us to join up with Noviomagus, but he would prefer the Bishop to be the head of the new state. If he is still there, that’s where Coroticus comes in. Keep near him, my boy, and have a group of your young friends round; if he begins to speak in favour of the Bishop, jostle him and shut him up. I suppose I can rely on all our comrades of the comitatus, Maximus? You, Sergius, build up the stores so that I can give a really lavish feast. Has anyone anything else to suggest?’


    I was still very young, young enough to want to show myself cynical and disillusioned; also I wanted to make a speech of some kind in my first council. Foolishly I broke in:


    ‘What exactly do you expect to gain, Father, by this interesting ceremony, which may very likely go wrong if someone has too much to drink? Will you wield any more power than you do now? It seems to me nothing but a waste of good food.’


    Constans took me up at once, and I have always remembered his words. ‘You must understand, little brother, that names are real things. Our father will continue to rule Anderida and Noviomagus as he does now, and so far you are right. But at present any of the honestiores might take it into his head to start opposition, and it would look bad to have him murdered; also the Bishop has never said publicly that he will take our orders. When King Eleutherus has been proclaimed, things will be very different; everyone knows that it is rebellion to disobey a King. I am sure that you yourself will feel more powerful when you are Prince Coroticus, although the only change will be in your name.’


    ‘There is another point also,’ said Sergius. ‘Noviomagus would not be willing to take orders from Anderida. But they will not be insulted if they obey the King of the Regni, which I suppose will be your title, sir. I am all in favour of the change. I myself shall be a greater man when I am a King’s minister, than I am now as the steward of an honestioris.’


    ‘One thing we haven’t discussed so far’, said Constans, ‘is the effect this will have on our neighbours. Nothing comes from the sea except pirates, and the Saxons to the north and east don’t know or care what we call ourselves; but there must be some ruler to the west. Will he acknowledge you as his equal?’


    ‘There is no ruler immediately west of our territory,’ answered my father. ‘The lands round Portus were so ravaged by the Irish that they still lie desolate, though that was more than fifty years ago. King Constantine of Dumnonia is our nearest neighbour in that direction; he is a powerful monarch, but there is a wide belt of no-man’s-land westward from Noviomagus before you come to the first of his subjects. I shall send him an envoy, of course, but I don’t anticipate any trouble from him.’


    At Christmas everything passed off as had been planned, and my father was now a King. The title of the new state was Civitas Regnorum, from a people who had been under a foederate King of their own in the days of the Emperor Claudius; it was purely an antiquarian name, for we had been Roman citizens for two hundred years, and our ancestors had come from all over the Empire. But it was a natural unit, all the same; the two cities, Anderida and Noviomagus, are separated by a stretch of open, well-drained country, two long days’march in extent but of no great width, hemmed in between the Forest and the sea; the coast is defended by cliffs for most of its length, and the only harbours are at the mouths of the short rivers that flow south from the Forest; there is always a fishing village and a hill-fort at each of these harbours, so that the Channel pirates usually pass us by, and try their luck on the open beaches farther west; our only dangerous frontier was the passage along the western coast, where the Forest does not quite reach down to the sea. For this reason, and also because the citizens might otherwise try to set up a leader of their own, Constans and half the comitatus were sent to garrison Noviomagus, with sentries in the hill-forts round about.


    I must explain about these hill-forts. They were made by our forefathers before the Emperor Claudius civilized the land, and were deserted when the Romans built walled towns in the valleys; but the earthen ramparts remain, and a wooden palisade on the bank and a little spadework in the ditch make them as good as new. Of course, they cannot stand a long siege, for as a rule they have no water supply; but pirates don’t like long sieges, they are always anxious about their ships and in a hurry to catch the next tide; these forts can be defended for a couple of days, which is usually long enough.


    To my extreme annoyance, this foundation of the Kingdom seemed actually to decrease my importance. Constans was heir-apparent, with a territory of his own to rule; presently the Bishop of Noviomagus would die, when Constans would come back to Anderida, and Paul would take his place as guardian of the city and Bishop as well; but what future was there for me? I could not even poison Constans, the obvious solution, as long as he lived at the other end of the country.


    However, I was only sixteen, and there was plenty of time, for somehow I always seemed to know that I would live to a great age. Meanwhile my mother died of the illness that had kept her so long in bed, which gave me rather more scope in my private life. No man is quite without affection for his mother, and I was slightly sorry; but she had been ill for so long, and kept such a careful watch over my morals, that I chiefly associated her with lengthy moralizings on the subject of chastity and sobriety.


    My great support at this rather objectless period of my life was the sympathy of old Ursula. She was convinced that one day I should be a great King, and she was willing to help me against Constans. I had decided not to plot against my father’s life; he was thirty years my senior, and British Kings do not live long.


    I settled down to make myself popular with my fellow-citizens, and to learn all I could about the fortifications of the countryside and its strategic points. I also practised hard with my Saxon weapons; I did not bother about drill, for I never intended to wage a regular campaign against my brother when he succeeded to the throne, but rather to seize his person by surprise. For this I needed, more than anything else, faithful followers; but I did not seem able to win anyone to my side, and of course I could not be too open in my efforts at persuasion. Looking back now, I see that there was no reason why the comitatus should have preferred me to Constans, who was handsome and gallant, cheerful and amusing; while I was rather solitary and introspective, and preferred lording it over the peasants to being the life and soul of the party with my father’s war-companions. I think, also, that even the stupidest people divine more of our motives and characters than we ever allow for, and in my secret heart I was not the type of man these tough soldiers admired. Ursula impressed on me that it was no use attempting any move until I had at least three companions who would follow me in anything, even to murdering my father. As yet there was no one I could rely on utterly, so there was nothing for it but to bide my time.


    All these years while I was growing up the Saxons were still raiding Britain. From a mere stupid hatred of civilization, and to increase the terror of their name, they killed every man, woman or child that they could catch. North of the Forest, as far as the upper Thames, not a field was sown and not a hut left unburnt, and the rulers round the headwaters of the river had to hire other Saxons, enemies of Hengist, to garrison the riverside villages; farther north all was a blank from which no news came, though we heard in a roundabout way that the sons of Vortigern and the descendants of Cunedda of the Otadini had chased the Irish out of the land beyond the Sabrina, and were ruling there with strong armies. To increase our feeling of isolation, we could learn nothing about what was going on in Gaul; when I was five years old a delegation of Gallic churchmen came to tell us about the new method of fixing Easter that had been decided on at the Council of Arelatum; but since then the pirates have made their lairs on the Gallic coast opposite us, and that was the last news we had from overseas. I don’t even know whether a Bishop reigns in Rome.


    At seventeen I was in a rut. I never had an opportunity of distinguishing myself, for my father kept me always in his household, and I was given no troops of my own. When raiders were off the coast I would have to ride in his following, and keep behind him when we dismounted to form our ranks. When they saw us, as a rule the pirates made off; they wanted plunder, not battles. Very occasionally they stood, but that is not my sort of fighting, in close ranks where a comrade can so easily let you down, or make sure on purpose that you are killed; I would not lead a charge to win glory for my father.


    There was very little else I could do to increase my reputation. My father, who saw that I was at a loose end, offered to turn over to me the management of the estate, but I have never been interested in farming, and in those days we could not plan ahead; we grew everything possible, reaped what we could, and the raiders took the rest. I was allowed to judge a few lawsuits, but an appeal lay from me to my father and no one was ever satisfied with my judgement, so it did not save him as much time as he had expected. Presently he stopped it, for I was making him unpopular; I suppose this was because I took bribes, for that has always seemed to me the obvious function of a judge; the silly fools of litigants did not realize that my father took bribes also.


    If I just hung about my father’s court with nothing to do, an obvious focus for any discontent that might arise, Constans would see to it that I ate something that disagreed with me; he was a well-behaved young man, but he wanted to make sure of the succession. There was only one field of activity that my family had left clear the sea. Fishing was carried on all along the coast, but with little coracles and rowing-boats that could only carry two men; these took out the nets in a semicircle, and were beached while the net was drawn in from the shore. No one went more than a few hundred yards out to sea, for fear of the pirates. Now I reasoned that pirates at sea would behave like raiders on land; they would not be particularly anxious to attack a boat filled with armed men, which would cost them loss and yield very little plunder. So I had a big boat built for me, and made it long enough to hold twelve armed men. It was a difficult thing to construct, but even in this Ursula helped me; she had come over from Germany in a war-boat, and remembered what the inside of it was like; she said that she had only to feel her ribs to recall the pattern of its timbers, and she insisted on coming out with us to see if it felt the same. The boat had a mast and a big sail, and the first time we went out I nearly drowned us all; but here again Ursula gave me her advice, and once I had learnt the force of the wind, which no landsman can ever appreciate, I picked up enough seamanship to be able to get about safely. Of course, we could only go out when there was a steady breeze, for the pirates in their oared boats would have caught us in a calm, but even so we were able to bring in more plentiful and more palatable fish than Anderida had enjoyed for many years.


    From my point of view, the great advantage of this perilous occupation was that I was able to pick ten comrades of the comitatus to accompany me; naturally I always chose the same ten and I had a chance to get them accustomed to taking my orders.


    By the autumn of 469, when I had passed my eighteenth birthday, I had a definite position in the state. I was the recognized authority on everything connected with the sea, and my little comitatus of ten men would probably follow me if I was attacked, though not if I began the quarrel. It was such a convenience to have a sea-going boat that my father became ambitious, and put his carpenters to building a real long warship; but they had no experience of such work, the tree that they chose for the keel was not strong enough, and the new ship broke its back as it was being launched. Then the new developments which I will relate in a moment put it out of his head, and I never had the chance to command a British-built warship.


    For in December of that year a message came from Constans in Noviomagus, to say that envoys had reached him from the west, and that he would bring them with him to Anderida for the Christmas feast. My father gave out the news in open court, and it caused tremendous excitement; we had been isolated for more than ten years, but this meant that there was a Roman ruler somewhere who wanted at least to trade with us, and perhaps to make an alliance. Father John was the most excited of us all, for now he might get good wine from Gaul; at present he was using the produce of a little vineyard outside the walls, which for lack of sunshine had a most vile taste.


    Two days before Christmas Constans arrived with half his comitatus; there was no great danger in weakening the garrison of Noviomagus at this season of the year, since the Saxons keep a mid-winter feast called Yule, and during that time they get just as drunk as Christians do in honour of the Nativity. We were pleased to see our friends again, but the crowd thronged and stared round the three envoys, forgetting to cheer my brother as loyal subjects should. The messengers were people very like ourselves, and obviously understood both Celtic and Latin; but though they were very like us, they were not quite the same. They wore tunics of unbleached wool, as we did, but instead of the sleeved and hooded cloaks of thick felt which we used in bad weather, they had loose garments of white wool wrapped round them, and they were bareheaded. My father welcomed them in a rather bad Latin speech, for as the peasants and most of the soldiers spoke nothing but Celtic he rarely had to use grammatical Latin with the correct case-endings. Then they all three were brought into the private office at the far end of the house; my father, Constans, Paul and I came with them, and Maximus and two comrades stood behind with drawn swords, in case of treachery. The senior envoy drew a rolled-up paper from the breast of his tunic, and my father gave it to Paul to read aloud.
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