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INTRODUCTION
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The Fountain of Youth

In the UK, eighteen is the age we are officially an adult. The chrysalis of teenage years – with its irresponsible behaviour, terrible haircuts and blotchy skin – suddenly breaks open. Out flies the Beautiful Butterfly of Majority. Childhood is over, and adulthood begins.

Of course, it’s not quite as simple as that. The law may flick the switch, but youth is a much more fluctuating, personal thing. The dictionary tells us that ‘youth’ is the age between childhood and maturity. Maturity. I wonder: what is that? Is it not answering back in a fight? Is it passing the crisps around before helping yourself? At twenty-eight years old, am I there yet? Will I ever get there?

Today, the life expectancy in the UK is seventy-nine for men and eighty-three for women. So perhaps ‘youth’ is 0–30, young middle age is 30–50, upper middle age is 50–70, and old age is 70+? But what about in the past?

This is a tricky question to answer. Throughout history, all the figures on mortality have been warped by the vast numbers of childhood deaths. It’s depressing to realize that many of our ancestors were already shuffling off this mortal coil at a very young age. Everyone in history who lives beyond eighteen is lucky to be there. In Shakespeare’s time, Stratford-upon-Avon had an average of sixty-three children baptized and forty-three buried each year. It gets worse in the industrial towns of Georgian Britain. At the dawn of the nineteenth century, 57 per cent of children born in Preston and 53 per cent born in Liverpool died before their fifth birthday. As such, the life expectancy of a newborn Prestonian in a working-class family was eighteen years old. In Liverpool, it was sixteen.

If you discount all those very young deaths, you get a different picture. Between 1200 and 1745, if a man got to the age of twenty-one – and didn’t die by accident, go to war, or have a messy night out with his mates – he’d probably live to 62–70 years. Imagine it like a round of job interviews, with each round representing a decade of your life. The first couple of rounds would be brutal, getting rid of over half the applicants. But after that, there are only a few candidates knocked off at each round, with a handful making it to the final stages.

In general, populations in the past were much younger. Today, you walk along the high street of a rural town at 11 a.m. on a weekday, and there are old people everywhere. The supermarket aisles are full of grey-haired Zimmer-framers, the tea shops overflowing with bespectacled knitters, the pubs brimming with conversations propelled by chattering false teeth. But in the past, most people in the street were children or young adults. A silver-haired octogenarian was a much rarer – much more exciting – sight. Of course, there were plenty of old people in the past, dotted around. It’s just that today more of us have a much greater chance of getting there.

Imagine you gathered every single person from fourteenth-century England and asked them to stand in a line, in order of their age. The A1 would be a good place to do it, then known as the Great North Road. ‘Youngest in Edinburgh, oldest in London please,’ you’d shout on the megaphone. It would be a nightmare task, with all sorts of argy-bargy and confusion. (‘Where do I stand? All I know is I was born on St Stephen’s Day, 203 moons past.’)

When everyone was roughly in order, if you picked the person standing in the middle – somewhere near Harrogate – they would be twenty-one years old. So, in the fourteenth century, if you were twenty-two, you’d be older than half the population. If you repeated the process in the late sixteenth century, the chosen Harrogate specimen would be twenty-two years old. In the nineteenth century, they would be twenty-five.

So it’s a young crowd. And that doesn’t massively change for hundreds of years. At the start of the medieval period, the life expectancy was around thirty. In 1765, that number was thirty-nine. In 1900 – when my great-grandmother was born – it was forty-seven. It’s only in the twentieth century that things really picked up. And, in 2024, the average life expectancy in the UK was eighty-one.

With less chance of living longer, it’s no surprise people were eager to get on with things while they were still around. In the medieval period, betrothals were often arranged when the children were toddlers. Girls would be married at twelve years old, and boys at fourteen. Many women in their mid-twenties – if they were still alive – might have been married for about ten years and could have given birth five or six times. Some might be widowed – their husbands having perhaps died in battle – and married for the second time.

Medieval boys were expected to work at seven and considered old enough to determine between right and wrong, as they could be hanged for theft. Some were given immense responsibility: at the Battle of Crecy in 1346, sixteen-year-old Prince Edward commanded some 800 men-at-arms, 2,000 archers and 1,000 footmen. Later in the eighteenth century, boys routinely joined ships of the Royal Navy around the age of twelve.

The concepts of ‘youth’ and ‘old age’ were seen differently than they are today. In the fourteenth century, a man was considered at his prime in his twenties, mature in his thirties and growing old in his forties. Women had even less time: Chaucer considered a thirty-year-old woman to be ‘winter forage’ (I look forward to it!). In the time of Elizabeth I, the composer Thomas Whithorne felt turning forty marked ‘the first part of the old man’s age’. In 1813, Lord Byron despaired at turning twenty-five: ‘At five-and-twenty, when the better part of life is over, one should be something – and what am I?’ He had a point: Byron died at thirty-six, and his fellow romantic poet John Keats died at twenty-five.

The big change came when we stopped relying on children to bring in an income. To eliminate child labour, the 1880 Education Act made school attendance compulsory in England and Wales between the ages of five and ten. It was hard to enforce at first: attendance fell short by 82 per cent. In 1901, there were still 300,000 children working outside school hours, their families not able to forgo the extra income. But as society became more accommodating, attendance improved. Over the years, the minimum leaving age has gone steadily up: eleven years old in 1893, twelve in 1899, fourteen in 1918, fifteen in 1947 and sixteen in 1972, where it remains to this day across the UK.

A new group was emerging in British society: the teenager. These young people who – instead of being smaller versions of their parents – had a new identity between a child and an adult. In 1954, the teenage experience was summed up in Tatler magazine as being ‘neither fish, fowl nor good red herring – that feeling of being betwixt and between.’ They were as capable and energetic as those in their twenties, yet still lived under the supervision of parents or teachers, and had no obligation to work.

The rise of the teenager in Britain largely stemmed from American culture. In 1945, The New York Times marked this growing group with an article entitled ‘A teen-age bill of rights’. This was a ‘ten-point charter framed to meet the problems of growing youth’, which included ‘the right to a “say” about his own life’, ‘the right to question ideas’ and ‘the right to make mistakes, to find out for himself’.

After the Second World War, rapid economic growth meant many people were better off and able to buy houses, giving teens more space and privacy. These young people inhabited a world apart from their parents, at school, or in part-time work – not to contribute to the family income, but for their own pocket money.

Parents soon felt the brunt of this new demographic. ‘He’s cheeky and he’s sulky . . . why should a boy change like this?’ one mother wrote to the Daily Mirror’s Agony Aunt in 1955. ‘He resents any questions. The best I get is a polite yes or no, the worst an angry look which clearly tells me to mind my own business.’

Perhaps it’s no surprise that the age of eighteen has become a celebratory moment – for child and parent alike. It is the Age of Majority, meaning parents are no longer responsible for their child, and the child is no longer under their parents’ rules and regulations. Freedom for everyone!

Of course, it’s not as black and white, even in official terms. Today, governments recognize that this journey to maturity starts much, much earlier. The age of criminal responsibility is ten years old in England and Wales, and twelve years old in Scotland. At eleven, you can open a current account. At thirteen, you can have a part-time job. At fifteen, you can be sent to a Young Offenders Institution. At sixteen, you can leave school, work, serve in the military, change your name, have sex, buy a house and buy aerosol paint (but not get a tattoo or buy alcohol). At seventeen, you can drive a car. At eighteen you can vote, be called for jury service, buy alcohol, stand as an MP, drive a lorry and fly a helicopter. At twenty-one, you can adopt a child.

It’s strange how rigidly these turning points are enforced, when so much of it rests on weighty moral judgements. In the eyes of the law, in the space of a second, an act goes from being a criminal offence to totally legal. A child goes from not responsible enough, to totally responsible. Sometimes the moral standard changes as you cross a border. In the UK, the age of sexual consent is sixteen; in France, it’s fifteen. In the UK, you can drink at eighteen. In the US, it’s twenty-one. Of course, we must have clear rules, but it does all seem a little arbitrary.

What’s more, if we look at the reality of British adults, most of us seem to be doing the ‘grown-up’ bits later and later, whether through circumstance or choice. More people don’t get married until their thirties, can’t afford a house or don’t have children at all. Perhaps it’s not necessarily a bad thing. Some neuroscientists reckon we don’t become fully ‘adult’ until our thirties, that moving from childhood to adulthood is a ‘nuanced transition that takes place over three decades’. There is hope for some of us yet!

If we look at the long course of history, and modern legalities, choosing eighteen as a big turning point seems pretty random. It should be sixteen, if anything. Almost nothing changes on your eighteenth birthday unless you’re desperate to become a local councillor. Considering underage drinking is rife and the chance to vote in a general election usually only comes around every four or five years, the new perks are negligible for most eighteen-year-olds.

Perhaps you are thinking it is a strange argument to make at the start of a book titled Eighteen. But that’s the point. That’s the riddle we’re trying to solve. To understand our modern perceptions of what it means to be eighteen, we must break away and examine what being eighteen has meant for over a thousand years.

If you are an eighteen-year-old reading this book the year it is published (2024), you were born in 2006. That was a great vintage for music: ‘Crazy’ by Gnarls Barkley was the most popular song. At ten years old, in 2016, it was ‘One Dance’ by Drake (also a banger). You’ve lived through seven UK prime ministers (Blair, Brown, Cameron, May, Johnson, Truss, Sunak) and possibly another by the time this is published. You were ten when the 2016 Brexit vote passed and fourteen when the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic spread.

Every year, the Oxford English Dictionary announces a word of the year. These are the words (or phrases) that have marked the years of your life: bovvered, carbon footprint, credit crunch, simples, big society, squeezed middle, omnishambles, selfie, vape, [laughing-crying emoji], post-truth, youthquake, toxic, climate emergency, vax, goblin mode and rizz.

You are part of Generation Z, or the Zoomers. You are digital natives who have never known life without the internet. You have lower rates of teenage pregnancy and drink less alcohol. Only 17 per cent of you believe ‘political parties care about young people’. Instead, you do politics through digital activism. You live in a world where a TikTok following can be more lucrative than a PhD. You are – to some – the ‘snowflakes’, viewed as being less resilient and more prone to taking offence than previous generations.

Yet this seems unfair when it’s so clear that the human condition doesn’t change much, and so much of people’s behaviour is shaped by the society they are born in. Those heroes of the Western Front would have been scrolling through TikTok had it existed in 1916. Likewise, had today’s young people been born in 1898 and forced to fight in the First World War, there’s every reason to think they might have had the same resolve. 

On the other side of the coin, when young people do stand up for themselves, they aren’t always taken seriously. In 2023, when Keir Mather became an MP at the age of twenty-five, he faced a barrage of mockery. Despite the fact he’d been eligible to vote for seven years, worked several jobs, been to university and lived off a student loan, he still wasn’t taken seriously as someone to represent the people. As if – out of 650 MPs – it wasn’t worth having just one young person to bring a fresh perspective.

Perhaps Mather’s critics might take a moment to consider one of our best prime ministers, William Pitt, was appointed at twenty-four years old. Pitt, too, was mocked for his youth when he arrived in office. ‘A sight to make surrounding nations stare,’ his opponents scorned, ‘A kingdom trusted to a school-boy’s care.’

It seems there is a great confusion about the age of eighteen, this apparent turning point between young and old. I set out to write this book hoping to shed some light on the conundrum, hoping to get to know the British eighteen-year-old, discovering what their ambitions, dreams, fears and regrets have been for the past thousand years. I’ve selected eighteen individuals, each of them remarkable and each bringing a different story to the table.

Of course, the list isn’t totally representative, as no list of eighteen people could be. I apologize to all the Neolithic and Roman eighteen-year-olds, who haven’t left many sources behind for us to go on. Take, for example, the memorial to a teenage girl, which can be found near the Gherkin in London. She died sometime between AD 350 and 400. It reads: ‘To the spirits of the dead/the unknown young girl/from Roman London/lies buried here’. She is one of the millions of teenagers whose stories we will never know.

It was remarkably tricky, too, to find accounts of an eighteen-year-old woman from before the Tudor period, who wasn’t in a noble circle. So many – the likes of Margery Kempe or Margaret Paston – have fascinating lives, but their biographies tend to start with a caveat along the lines of ‘there is no record of her life before thirty-two’.

But I am confident this is an excellent bunch. On one hand, these are people who have made a real difference, a lasting impact on the world. But they are also my personal favourites: people I’d choose to go on holiday with or have on a pub quiz team.

A few points to note, before we dive in. First, this is a history of Britain – albeit an unconventional one. Today, Britain consists of England, Scotland and Wales. But Britain – and being British – hasn’t always been like that. At different points in history, it’s meant different things.

In ancient times, ‘Britons’ were the native peoples, as opposed to the Romans or the Saxons who came from mainland Europe. For the Romans, ‘Britannia’ tended to mean the area they had control over, which was anywhere south of Hadrian’s Wall (basically England and Wales). North of this was Caledonia (basically Scotland).

During the medieval and Tudor periods, the concept of Britain as we know it didn’t exist. The Kingdom of England (which, from 1284, included Wales) was separate from the Kingdom of Scotland, between whom wars and disputes often broke out. William Wallace was Scottish, and William Shakespeare was English. Neither considered themselves British, as we might today.

In 1603, all this changed. The English queen, Elizabeth I, died childless. Her heir was the Scottish king, James VI. On inheriting the throne, the separate kingdoms of England and Scotland came under one ruler. Then, in 1707, the Acts of Union, passed by the English and Scottish Parliaments, led to the creation of ‘Great Britain’. In 1801, more Acts of Union united the Kingdom of Great Britain and the Kingdom of Ireland. For over a century, the British Isles – England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales – were under one chain of command stemming from Westminster, though each element retained distinct national identities. That’s until the Anglo-Irish Treaty of May 1921, which marked the end of British rule, forming the Irish Free State (now the Republic of Ireland) and establishing the state of Northern Ireland.

Today, we have the UK – the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. With two millennia of varying usage, it’s no surprise that the term ‘British’ is imprecise. Being British is defined in the dictionary as ‘people from Britain’, or the act of ‘belonging to or relating to the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland or its people’.

Like Britain today – a myriad of peoples from across the globe – this selection of eighteen is a mix. Some spent their life in Britain though they had roots elsewhere, such as Ireland, West Africa or France. Some spent most of their young lives abroad, in Germany or India. Some wouldn’t have considered themselves a ‘Briton’ at all. Yet all played a vital role in Britain’s story.

It’s an interesting lens, looking at Britain’s past through our youth. Still passing through the motions of growing up, these young lives are greatly dictated by external forces, rather than on their own terms (which tends to become more important, later). Instead of examining their crowning achievements of later life – their highlights reel – this book goes behind the scenes. We are looking at early moments of anxiety, of vulnerability, of naivety. The rougher, grittier, messier moments of people’s lives.

Second, though I hope this is a book that inspires and interests young people, it’s a book for all ages that celebrates every stage of life. Eighteen is just the snapshot we happen to be examining, and is not necessarily superior or inferior to any other. The world is full of those who bloom and thrive in later life, when cherished friendships, learnt wisdom and old memories can be enjoyed. Equally, there are the tragic cases of children who never reach the age of eighteen but have still made their mark on the world.

In this selection of eighteen, you’ll notice that each figure – though the same age – is at a different stage in their life’s journey. Some have achieved incredible things. Some have been thrust into extraordinary situations. Some are totally ordinary, with no idea of the thrills or horrors to come. For some, their fame or success doesn’t arrive until many decades later. But this is an interesting point. Did they – at eighteen – have any idea that later in life, they would end up in the history books? At eighteen, could others already tell? Were the signs there?

Third, a question to consider: how do you make a fair judgement of an eighteen-year-old, either today or centuries ago? Perhaps we can look at the year they turn eighteen, and pry apart each day, flicking through their diary, and examining what they wore, ate or talked about. This is useful, but limited in isolation. It’s like watching a film from the middle – starting Titanic from the point when the ship is already sinking. The backstory – their birth, parents, childhood, historical context, siblings – is everything. Those past eighteen years form the memory and character of an eighteen-year-old (whether they realize it or not).

On the flipside, we can also trace character details from anecdotes later in life, which shine a light on earlier years. Together, these snippets of information paint a rich portrait. Each snippet offers a valuable insight into the life of our eighteen-year-olds and situates them in the wider course of their life’s journey.

It’s also worth noting that our view is always skewed when looking at the past. Only a small number of sources survive, and these generally refer to extraordinary people (the rich, famous or downright terrible) or extraordinary and unusual events (battles, plagues or coronations). Most of our ancestors lived ordinary lives that were never written about – as is the case for most people today. That doesn’t mean their lives aren’t as worthy. They may not have been married in Westminster Abbey or written great plays that have been passed through the ages, but many have achieved something just as – perhaps more – important: a lifetime of loyalty to another person, or years of spreading joy and kindness.

Finally, throughout the book, between each chapter, you are invited to dive into something quite unusual: an eighteenth birthday party. Our eighteen-year-olds will each attend the party, and you will meet them one by one. These are, on one level, extra sprinkles of fun. But there is a serious, important point to this. By bringing these figures from the past into the room with us, they become flesh and blood, not just names in a book.

If you are reading this as an eighteen-year-old, or a soon-to-be eighteen-year-old, I hope this book gives you a sense that these people who went on to become part of the history books were once in your shoes. They shared many of your doubts, joys, anxieties and irritations, albeit packaged in different ways. If you are reading this past your eighteenth year, perhaps you can re-evaluate or reconnect with your eighteen-year-old self and take a moment to reflect on your journey since then.

It has been a great joy to write this book and I hope that comes across. Although history can be moving, tragic and horrific, it can also be uplifting, inspiring and lots of FUN!

Without further ado, this is a story of young people who made their mark and played a part in the story of Britain. Hold onto your party hats. It is much more surprising, exciting and impressive than you might expect. This is a snapshot of Britain through the eighteen-year-olds who have sculpted it. This is what it means to be British. This is what it means to be eighteen.






The First Guest
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Everything was ready. The invitations had been sent out, the guests had RSVPed and the table plan arranged.

A long table – draped with an elegant tablecloth – was the centrepiece of the dining room, ringed by eighteen wooden chairs. Eight of them were arranged on either side, with one on each end.

On a side table was a silver weight from which floated two silver balloons – one in the shape of a ‘1’, the other, an ‘8’. The room was silent and still. And then a handle turned, the door creaked open, and in walked a figure, swathed in a long dark robe.

The party had begun.






1

Bede
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IN THE LONG AND tumultuous course of British history, few teenagers have had it as bad as Bede. It wasn’t having to wear an itchy robe, or the monotony of monastery life, or even shivering, night after night, on a freezing stone bed. It was something much worse. At thirteen years old, Bede came face to face with the living dead. He wrote of this nightmare with startling brevity: ‘the pestilence came’.

Bede’s tale is worthy of a Spielberg epic. Imagine the opening scene. First shot: an icy Northumbrian landscape with vast grey skies and sleeting rain. Second shot: a hilltop marked by hundreds of wooden crosses, some fallen to the ground. Then, from the swirling valley mist, our protagonist emerges, a scrawny, shivering teenage boy. He drags heavy bundles from a cart, heaving them into shallow ditches. The wind howls and whistles around him, and the wrappings of one bundle blow open to reveal their morbid contents: the pale, gaunt face of a fresh corpse with staring, soulless eyes; bloated limbs twisted unnaturally; blackened, bloodied flesh.

The screen turns black. A title emerges from the darkness ‘BECOMING BEDE’, and the popcorn begins to rustle once more. It would certainly be a gripping start, followed by plenty more heartbreak (‘I couldn’t believe it when he had to bury his best friend’), and a good dose of gore (‘How revolting when the buboes exploded in the soup’).

But for Bede, this Gothic horror was the reality of his teenage years. A plague struck the monastery where he lived in AD 686. One by one, the monks discovered their gruesome symptoms: enormous buboes on the groin and the glands. Then, for the next seventy-two hours, they would writhe and squirm in agonizing pain. Black spots would appear on their skin, their buboes would leak rancid pus, and flea bites would become gangrenous. When the disease spread to the lungs, the victim started coughing up blood. Some suffered convulsions – hideous contortions of the arms and legs, so inhuman it seemed the devil had taken refuge. It was a small mercy for the end to finally come, for the soul to escape its tormented body.

Such terrors, caused by sweeping plagues, were endured by millions throughout Europe in the sixth and seventh centuries. Entire swathes of the population were wiped out, as recorded by Paul the Deacon, a Benedictine monk, in his work History of the Lombards:

You might see the world brought back to its ancient silence: no voice in the field; no whistling of shepherds; no lying in wait of wild beasts among the cattle; no harm to domestic fowls. The crops, outliving the time of the harvest, awaited the reaper untouched . . . pastoral places had been turned into sepulchers for men, and human habitations had become places of refuge for wild beasts.

For those who lived in close confinement, such as in monasteries, disease spread like wildfire. Here, monks and abbots or nuns and abbesses spent every moment in close quarters, washing, sleeping and eating side by side. In Bede’s monastery, everyone ‘who could read, preach or say the antiphons and responsories were snatched away’. Only two survived, ‘the abbot himself and a lad who had been brought up and educated by him’.

This lad, it’s believed, was Bede. In those final months of plague, as the last of their brethren succumbed, Bede and the abbot (a man in his forties named Ceolfrith) continued their duties. They stood in the quire of the church to sing psalms, the deep boom of the man’s grown voice alternating with the quivering high notes of the boy. Yet there was no congregation to hear it. No clergy to nod along. ‘Why am I still here? Why me?’ Bede must have wondered. Had he been chosen by God? And who would be next? If Ceolfrith perished, Bede would be alone. Then, if Bede died, as the very last, would his body be left unburied, his flesh ripped from his bones by scavenging beasts, his eyes pecked to their sockets by wild birds?

Bede was born around AD 673. There is pretty much no record of his early years, so we’re left to scramble in the dark. Clue number one: he was born ‘on the lands of this monastery’, somewhere in the vicinity of present-day Newcastle-upon-Tyne. He was, therefore, an Anglo-Saxon Geordie. Clue number two: his name. ‘Bede’ was an unusual name, only recorded in high society circles – so more of a ‘Fitzwilliam’ or ‘Augustus’ than a ‘Gavin’ or ‘Kyle’. Many historians believe this would suggest he was from a noble family who paid a dowry for his entry to the monastery, perhaps to build the family influence or ensure their son a promising future of learning and prayer in the heart of a powerful institution. 

He lived in the Anglo-Saxon era, which is a loose label for the years between the withdrawal of the Romans in AD 409–10 and the arrival of the Normans in 1066. In the early part of this period, groups of people from all over Europe settled in England and Wales, including the Angles, Saxons and Jutes. The Angles gave us the name ‘Angle Land’, or ‘Engla Land’, which would turn into ‘England’. These tribes were a feisty bunch, first pushing the native Romano-British tribes to the fringes of Cornwall and Wales, then bickering endlessly among themselves. The land was divided into warring kingdoms, such as Kent, East Anglia and Mercia in the south, and Bernicia and Deira in the north.

Bede’s family were Anglo-Saxons living in Northumbria, which was a kingdom formed from the unification of Bernicia and Deira. Most people lived in wooden huts with a straw roof, with one room and a central fire. Perhaps this was how Bede spent his childhood. Or, had he been the son of a chief, he would have lived in the biggest house in the village: a long hall with a fire in the middle, shields and antlers on the walls, and rushes on the floor.

It was all hands on deck from an early age: no Norland nannies or Montessori nurseries here. In Bede’s time, adulthood began around ten years old, which – when most people were dead by thirty – was a third of the way through your life. As the men headed to the forests with their axes and chopped down trees, Bede might have scurried behind, clearing the wood. There were crops to be sowed, with oxen pulling ploughs up and down long fields. Other days there was fishing and hunting. Was little Bede sent out to sit by the flowing waters of the river, keeping an eye on the wicker eel traps? Or did he help the metalworkers, who forged and hammered and sweated to make iron tools, knives and swords?

As a child, it’s likely that Bede never left the village he grew up in, never straying more than a few miles away. He was so embedded in this land, these trees, this way of life. He knew how the worms moved, how the fish darted, how the ice crackled underfoot. His days were shaped by the stars in the firmament, the waning moon, the movement of the sun.

It must have been a shock, at the age of seven, to be sent away for ever. He was to join a world more dynamic and glamorous than anything he had ever known. This was a pioneering experiment, backed by the wealthy and powerful. Seven-year-old Bede, with his muddy fingernails and bony frame, was to be sent to a monastery.

What a moment for a child to bid goodbye to everything they had known. Did a tear trickle down Bede’s cheek as he clung to his parents in a final embrace? Did he bring out a handkerchief as he trudged across the Northumbrian countryside: wading through streams and clambering over crumbling Roman walls?

Perhaps a little context is needed here. What was the deal with these new monasteries? They were Christian institutions, and Christianity had, in one way or another, been around for centuries. It was introduced by the Romans, but when the Romans scarpered in the fifth century, Christianity lost momentum and became muddled with the paganism of the native Celts and spiritual practices brought over by the Anglo-Saxon tribes. These faiths co-existed: some going out of fashion, some gaining followers, some only practised through ancient habit. We still live with the remnants of the mix today. The word ‘Tuesday’, for instance, derives from Tiw, the Anglo-Saxon warrior god, and ‘Wednesday’ from Woden, the chief of the gods. The word ‘Easter’ is derived from Eostre, an Anglo-Saxon goddess of spring.

But in AD 563 (a century before Bede was born), a two-pronged Christian Comeback had begun. First, St Columba and his twelve followers sailed across the Irish Sea and landed on the isle of Iona, on the west coast of Scotland. They set out to create ‘a perfect monastery as an image of the heavenly city of Jerusalem’, building a wooden church, surrounded by a ditch and earthen bank. It was the start of Iona Abbey.

Thirty-four years later, in AD 597, a monk called Augustine travelled from Rome with a team of forty and landed on the south coast of England. Acting on the orders of Pope Gregory the Great, Augustine’s mission was to spread the holy word. Soon, ordinary people were turning away from the pagan habits of animal sacrifices, ritual burials and Anglo-Saxon gods. Instead, they turned to Christian priests and bishops. New churches and stone crosses popped up in the landscape and kings gave land away to monks to establish monasteries and schools.

By the seventh century, the Christian bug had spread to Northumbria (by now, the most powerful of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms). The monks from Iona founded a monastery on the island of Lindisfarne, and by the 670s, there were plans for another. Rumours spread around the villages near the River Wear: ‘News! King Ecgfrith has given planning permission for a new monastery!’ they gossiped. ‘Where the River Wear meets the sea!’

The new Benedictine monastery at Wearmouth was built to be a bustling hub for trade and travel. It was perfectly located for goods to arrive from the continent and bishops to depart to Rome. Stone and rubble were hauled into position, much of it gathered from local Roman ruins. Within a year, the heart of the monastery – St Peter’s Church – was up and running. It was two storeys high and topped with a gabled roof, tiled with stone slate. Most excitingly, the windows were filled with a brand-new building material, glass, installed by specialist French masons. This was a mega upgrade: now the monks could keep out the rain and have natural light to be able to read. Luxury indeed!

Then came the other monastery essentials: a dormitory (for sleeping) and a refectory (for eating). The complex was run by Bishop Benedict – a kind of headmaster figure – who packed the place with books, relics and paintings from the Pope’s private collection.

It was here that seven-year-old Bede arrived to start his new life. The monastery was his new home, the brethren his family (the word ‘abbot’ comes from the Aramaic word abba, meaning ‘father’). On balance, for the Anglo-Saxon world, a monastic life was a pretty good deal. Yes, you left your family and spent half your time chanting, but you were guaranteed a lifetime of decent accommodation, above-average meals and a never-ending supply of home brew.

Bede joined the monastery as an oblate, a kind of monk in training. Becoming a monk would come later – if he cut the mustard. And it was tricky mustard to cut. The rules of St Benedict were strict. All personal possessions were to be given up at the door. No trinkets or knick-knacks allowed here. No home clothes either – just the uniform.

‘This robe is called a habit,’ the abbot might have chimed, as Bede put it on for the first time. ‘The sash goes around your waist. That represents chastity. The colour black reminds us of our life of poverty.’ It was a daunting and lonely prospect, no doubt. But it was also one of the most exciting days of Bede’s life.

Imagine the moment he was first shown around the huge stone buildings, his oversized robe dragging along the floor. What must he have thought, approaching the church of St Peter? First, he heard it: the low, haunting chants of monks. Then, the mysterious smell of sweet incense. Pushing open the huge doors, he walked into what appeared to be a room full of saints.

Was this Heaven itself? Not quite! These were the paintings that Bishop Benedict had brought from Rome, adorning the walls of St Peter’s. The Apocalypse of St John on the left, the Gospels on the right and the twelve apostles with the Virgin Mary at the altar. To Bede’s amazement, light danced in technicolour through dust and smoke: such was the magic of coloured glass.

Next, Bede was taken to the refectory, lined with long tables and benches. This is where he and his monastic friends would eat in solemn silence, twice a day. The aroma of home cooking wafted towards him – fish, bread, cheese, butter, beans. His nostrils twitched and tingled as he smelt unfamiliar spices, imported from afar.

But there was one space, more than any other, which excited a new oblate’s curiosity. In the scriptorium, Bede was shown the true treasures of the monastery. What was this? A large, flat, rectangular shape, which could be opened to reveal sheets of delicate shapes and colourful pictures. ‘Don’t touch it, boy,’ the abbot might have warned him, ‘do you know how precious these books are?’

That evening, Bede spent his first night in the dormitory. No doubt he lay awake – not because of the snores of hundreds of other monks – but because his mind was racing. So many new experiences – the paintings, the glass, the spices, the music – and, most especially, that magnificent room full of – what was the word again? – ah yes, books!

So began life in the monastery. Around eight times a day, Bede joined the brethren in prayer. They would chant antiphons and psalms, read gospels and scriptures, and take mass. There were lessons with other boys, sitting in small rooms with dirt floors, on backless wooden benches where they learnt by rote and dictation onto wax tablets. Then there was practical work that kept the monastery going: farming, glass blowing, restoring stonework and preparing meals.

About a year into Bede’s monastery life, the monks began whispering more than usual between prayers, with the arrival of some thrilling news. Clearly impressed with the work at Wearmouth, in AD 681, King Ecgfrith gave the order for a sister monastery to be established. The new location was just seven miles north, in Jarrow. It was a similar site, near the sea, and on the south bank of the River Tyne. There were brilliant views of Jarrow Slake, the bustling harbour, and the royal palace at Arbeia, where King Ecgfrith lived. Today, the view is rather less charming, blotted by thousands of Nissan cars, waiting to be exported around the world.

Soon enough, the second monastery was up and running, this time dedicated to St Paul and headed by Abbot Ceolfrith. Bede was transferred to the new site. A church still stands there today, with parts of the original Anglo-Saxon structure still in place. The chancel, with its huge blocks of stone and rounded low arch, dates from the seventh century, perhaps installed by Bede himself. Nearby, in the wall of the tower, is a stone slab. This is the original dedication stone, inscribed in Latin. It records the visit of King Ecgfrith – the money and power behind these new monasteries – at the dedication of the church:

The dedication of the basilica of St Paul on the ninth day before the Kalends of May in the fifteenth year of King Ecgfrith and in the fourth year of Abbot Ceolfrith, founder, by God’s guidance, of the same church.

Was Bede there on that day? Did he glimpse royal robes of fur, sweeping across the brand-new stone floor? Did he hear the thud of heavy boots, the clink of a sword, and the booming voice of the king, echoing around the church? If so, Bede was one of the last to see Ecgfrith. Within a month, this mighty king had been ambushed by Picts, and slain.

Thus was the brevity of life in the Anglo-Saxon world – and a lesson worth learning. As Bede sat down to feast in the spring of AD 686, he sat among hundreds of learned men and boys. Boys who laughed, who made jokes, who sneezed and snorted and misbehaved. Yet within the year, this family of brethren would disappear, perishing at the hands of the deadly plague. All gone, for ever, with Bede and Ceolfrith the only survivors.

Take a moment to think of that. Think back to your school hall. Can you see it? Packed with hundreds of pupils sitting cross-legged on the floor, and teachers sitting importantly on the stage. Perhaps there is old gym equipment on the walls or a display of the ‘Pupil of the Week’. Can you feel your legs going numb? Can you hear the murmuring? The aggressive ‘shhh!’ from a teacher at the back?

Now imagine you return to the same hall, six months later. There’s been a deadly plague. Everyone has perished, and the hall is empty, apart from you. Oh, wait! The door handle turns! Another survivor! Could it be one of your friends? Or someone from the sports team? Or one of the cooler older pupils? Then, your heart sinks when the truth dawns. In walks the one other survivor: the maths teacher. A bleak prospect indeed.

In light of this, perhaps it’s no surprise Bede and Ceolfrith were quick to rebuild the monastery and recruit new members. This is how Bede spent his teenage years, and five years after the plague, he turned eighteen years old.

It was probably around this time that Bede’s passion for books began. Eighteen-year-old Bede was a beady, budding bookworm. Today, bibliophiles can scroll through a Kindle and peruse millions of titles from the comfort of a sofa. In Bede’s day, it was rather less accessible. If Bede wanted to read a book, he had to make one from scratch with his own hands (the meaning of ‘manuscript’ is a book that is created by hand, rather than typed or printed).

It’s likely that Bede spent much of his eighteenth year engrossed in the manuscript production process. Manuscripts were made from animal skins. Luckily for the monastery library (and less so the cows), Northumbria had an abundant supply of cattle. The first task was to collect the skins of beasts, recently slaughtered for their meat. It was grim work: the untreated skins were slippy, hairy, smelly things, with blood and guts still stuck to them. It was Bede’s job to carry them to a shallow, fast-flowing stream, and pin them down with boulders. They were left for a couple of days to be pulled and tugged by the water – like a natural washing machine – until they were clean.

Next, they were packed into wooden barrels or vats, which were filled with a mixture of lime (probably chalk dust) and water. The lime loosened the structure of the skin (essentially opening up the pores) so that after a week, a wooden paddle could be used to scrape the hair off the pelt. Then came another rinse, to get rid of the lime.

After this, the clean, hairless skin was pinned to a rectangular wooden frame, and placed outside in the sunshine to dry. It was smeared with a paste of chalk dust, allowing the monks to stretch it tighter. It was probably Bede’s job to stretch it on both sides, with a lunellum (a half-moon-shaped knife without a point, to reduce the risk of puncturing the skin). Once the skin was scraped to an even thinness, it was dried, taken off the frame and cut to size.

Finally! A piece of parchment! What a laborious process: dragging the soaking skins from the water, scraping them down, tightening the frames. One doesn’t often imagine monastic dwellers as burly, but there is a chance that eighteen-year-old Bede – under that stinking, damp robe – was a strapping young man.

Once delivered to the scriptorium, the parchment was collated to create a book. Most surviving images of scribes show them with a quill pen in their right hand (made from goose feathers) and a knife in their left, for sharpening the pen when it became blunt. The text was usually in brown or black ink, but a colourful palette was needed to create beautiful images. Indigo ink came from the woad plant grown in the monastery garden, and vivid scarlet came from insect shells. The colours were crushed and bonded with egg white. For illuminations, gold was beaten to leaf-like thinness (to create gold leaf) and delicately applied onto the page surface with a brush.

Sometimes the monks received visits from VIP dignitaries – the high and the mighty from Rome – who came to teach the oblates how to make the swirls and whirls of rounded script. How thrilling it must have been, while working away in the scriptorium, to hear of that ‘eternal city’, which – at that point – had around 100,000 residents. Bede might have heard of the monuments of Rome’s imperial heyday – triumphal arches, baths, palaces, theatres, aqueducts, fountains – all lying in ruins. ‘You must visit St Peter’s,’ the visitor may have told the boys, ‘the basilica built by the Emperor Constantine is big enough to fit three thousand worshippers.’

So, at eighteen years old, Bede proved to be intelligent, hardworking and comfortable with life in the monastery. He was soon to be ordained a deacon; a position usually reserved for people over twenty-five. It was clear this boy was going places.

Or was he? Bede later wrote:

I have spent the whole of my life within that monastery, devoting all my pains to the study of the Scriptures, and amid the observance of monastic discipline and the daily charge of singing in the Church, it has been ever my delight to learn or teach or write.

It all sounds . . . rather dull. Not the usual makings of a superstar. Yet, it’s an inspirational lesson. From one room, in a monastery in Jarrow, Bede made it big. Just as gaming enthusiasts might make millions from their bedrooms today, or as sixteen-year-old Luke Littler reached the final of the 2023/24 World Darts Championship, from regular, sustained practice in his living room.

Over the next four decades, Bede became the greatest writer of his day, perhaps the most famous and enduring name of his time. He wrote or translated around forty books across his life, covering everything from science to grammar, history to biography. He also wrote a guide to the Holy Land, despite never leaving Northumbria.

His biggest hit was Historia ecclesiastica (A History of the English Church and People). This book is probably the most important account of the Anglo-Saxon world, and the medieval chroniclers – William of Malmesbury, Henry of Huntingdon and Geoffrey of Monmouth – relied heavily on Bede’s work as source material – whose writing, in turn, informed the likes of Geoffrey Chaucer and William Shakespeare. So, for over a thousand years, it is through Bede that the British have understood their origins. Where – or who – would we be without him?

Bede was venerated as a saint shortly after his death (you can still visit his shrine in Durham Cathedral). From the ninth century onwards, he was known as the Venerable Bede (meaning ‘Honoured’ or ‘Esteemed’). In around 1107, the chronicler Symeon of Durham recorded his immense impact: ‘Bede lived hidden away in the extreme corner of the world, but after his death he lived on in his books and became known to everyone all over the world.’ In the fifteenth century, Bede made a cameo in Dante’s Divine Comedy, cast as a resident of Paradise.

Today, academics pontificate over whether Bede’s legacy is either ‘immense’ or ‘immeasurable’. It was Bede who adopted the Dionysian method of dating, essentially establishing ‘Anno Domini’ or ‘AD’ as the go-to system in Europe. He was, above all, a biblical scholar of international repute, and his Latin translations have been used for centuries (including at the Second Vatican Council in the 1960s).

Could that eighteen-year-old boy – soaking the animal skins in the river – have imagined that people would read his name in a book – this book – centuries later? What would he have made of modern books, made not by human hand, but bound and printed by machines?

I recently visited Clays printing factory in Suffolk, the largest single-site printing factory in the UK. Even to modern eyes, it is a marvel, with enormous, endlessly whirring machines and conveyor belts churning out two million books each week. What would Bede have made of it all? He’d be shocked and completely overwhelmed, no doubt – even with earplugs. But he would have been familiar with some stages of the process. Still, books are sprayed with coloured vegetable dyes, and decorated with swirls of golden foiling. An Anglo-Saxon scribe would have certainly appreciated that.

At eighteen years old, there was no way that Bede knew his place in the history books. But perhaps something clicked in those devastating months of plague: a determination to seize the day and never waste a moment more. A determination that would stay with him until the very end. As he lay dying in May 735, at the age of sixty, he weighed up his life, considering ‘what good or evil’ he had done and ‘what judgment his soul [would] receive after its passing’. Bede needn’t have worried about such judgments. For still, over a thousand years later (yes, a thousand years later!), his legacy is celebrated and those years of toil in that drafty scriptorium are still paying off.
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