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  THE ISLES




  ‘Davies sets himself the formidable task of deconstructing the patriotic myth without ruining the story. He succeeds, with a blend of erudition and iconoclastic humour.

  Above all he has a story of his own which he tells with polemic vigour. His story starts where it finishes: with the proposition that Britain was not and is not an island. Only nine thousand years

  ago, it was a peninsula of Europe, joined by marshy ground that is now at the bottom of the southern North Sea. Now Britain is once again joined, not only by the Channel Tunnel, but by increasing

  political and economic ties with the European Union. Davies points out that even after the waters flooded through the Dover Strait, Britain was not cut off from the Continent … Always

  interesting, sometimes quirky and often fun. This should be compulsory reading for all open-minded Europhobes.’




  Max Wilkinson, Financial Times




  ‘For all its great length, it miraculously retains the pace and exhilaration of an iconoclastic essay. Mr Davies has set out to demolish the

  Anglocentric version of the history of the islands that now form the two western-most members of the European Union – and above all the myths that have long accreted round their description

  as “British” … The Isles seeks both to break down the supposed historical unity of Britain from within, and also to open it up to Europe from without … Energy,

  clarity and irony mark the writing throughout. Aimed, despite its girth, at a general audience, the book deserves one in every way.’




  The Economist




  ‘Building on the work of Linda Colley and others, The Isles may well establish a new chronological framework for the study of the British

  archipelago. Of course it can be objected that all national identities are fictitious, and that the Scots, Welsh, Irish and English identities could be deconstructed as successfully as the

  “British”; but Davies has added a compelling voice to the debate. We need works of general synthesis like this to complement the work of research historians. Certainly general readers

  will find this an often splendidly absorbing book and a feisty contrast to the indigestible stodginess of so much modern scholarship.’




  Robert Pearce, History Today




  ‘Davies is particularly concerned to counter the schools of nationalist historiography that have made the history of [the] isles synononymous with

  the mythical English history that tells a triumphant story spanning nearly nine hundred years … This nationalist school stirred the hearts of children from

  Manchester to Melbourne and nourished the souls of men, such as Robert Menzies, during their lifetime of service to a distant ideal of Englishness. It is a history that marginalized the story of

  the other people who also occupied those islands – including the Irish, Scots, Welsh, Picts and Norsemen – and elevates the English to a central place.




  Davies has marched in from the margins to knock over these blustering mythologizers who have held such a tight grip on our collective imagination.... This magnificent book has much relevance for

  our understanding of ourselves. England’s mental universe remains Australia’s mental universe, at least in the legal and constitutional spheres and, to some extent, in the cultural

  sphere. There is still an unthinking veneration of English forms, from trial by jury to the Westminster system of government. And the English wrestling with their history has more than a little

  resonance with our own recent experience.’




  David Day, The Australian
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  INTRODUCTION




  To write a comprehensive history of one’s own country is a forbidding task. The subject matter is copious and complex. The emotional overtones emanating from one’s

  own life and family can be intrusive. And one could easily quake at the thought of all the historical giants who have travelled the same road. They and their books fill the shelves at every turn

  – from Hume to Trevelyan.




  Fortunately, I was never sufficiently aware of such considerations to be bothered by them. As chance would have it, I found lodgings for one summer in a house that had once belonged to G. M.

  Trevelyan. There was a commemorative plaque over the front door; and two or three pictures of the grand old man still hung in the hallway. I particularly remember one which showed a maid serving

  the tea as he sat in the garden with his books. History-writing must be a good life, I mused. I was a postgraduate enrolled in the Cambridge Intensive Russian Course. Trevelyan, in his time, was

  ‘the most influential and the most widely read historian of his generation.’1 It never struck me for one moment that I

  might someday be writing history myself, still less that I might tackle a subject of which Trevelyan was the last great exponent.




  Yet in that very same year an idea was planted that is only now bearing fruit more than thirty years later. In 1965, my former Oxford tutor, A. J. P. Taylor, published the fifteenth and final

  volume of the Oxford History od England, on the period 1914–45. In his usual mischievous way, Taylor explained in the preface that, given the ‘assignment of English

  history’ his book would not be dealing directly with ‘the Welsh, the Scotch [sic], the Irish, or the British overseas’.2 It was a typical Taylorian shaft. But it led me to reflect. Evidently, none of Taylor’s eminent editors had ever clarified some key questions. Exactly which

  country’s history was their series supposed to address? What precisely was the remit of English and of British history? Where did English history stop and British history begin? Or were they

  the same thing? And how do the Welsh, Scottish, and Irish components fit in? The answers involved far more than a mere play on words. In fact, it now looks as though they could run to more than a

  thousand pages.




  

    

  




  Many years later, having written Europe: a history, I was invited to give a lecture at University College, Dublin. After the presentation, someone in the audience asked about my current

  project. I started to reply that I was thinking of writing a history of ‘the British—’. I then realized that in Dublin, of all places, one cannot fairly talk of ‘the British

  Isles’. The Isles ceased to be British precisely fifty years ago when the Republic of Ireland left the Commonwealth, though few people in the British residue have yet cared to notice. Various

  clumsy alternatives were discussed, such as ‘the British and Irish Isles’, ‘Europe’s Offshore Islands’, and the ‘Anglo-Celtic Archipelago’. In the end, it

  was decided that the only decent name for the forthcoming book was ‘A History of These Islands’. And such was one of several working titles until, after much trial and error, I

  eventually arrived at The Isles: A History.




  And today, as I sit with my papers in a gumtree’s shade on a friendly Australian campus, the only thing missing is the maid to serve the tea. I will never be able to emulate Trevelyan.




  This book necessarily presents a very personal view of history. Indeed, by some academic standards, it may well be judged thoroughly unsound. As I wrote in relation to a

  previous work, it presents the past ‘seen through one pair of eyes, filtered by one brain, and recorded by one pen’. It has been assembled by an author who, though a British citizen and

  a professional historian, has no special expertise in the British historical field. Although every chapter has been read and commented on by specialist readers, almost all the factual material has

  been culled from standard accounts and reference works that can be found in any decent library. As always, the 11th Edition of Encyclopædia Britannica has been constantly at my

  elbow, as has The History Today Companion to British History and The Oxford Companion to Irish history. I was greatly encouraged early on by Hugh Kearney’s The British

  Isles– A History of Four Nations (1989), which has acted as a pathfinder for many historians seeking a fresh approach. I have repeatedly consulted Michael Lynch’s Scotland: a new

  history (1991), John Davies’ A History of Wales (1993), and Roy Foster, ed., The Oxford History of Ireland (1989). I also acknowledge a special debt to Edwin Jones and his

  The English Nation: the great myth (1998), which I encountered at a very late stage and entirely by accident thanks to the generous open shelves policy of the Barr Smith Library. Even so,

  one cannot satisfy everybody. One of my most distinguished readers, who took an instant dislike to his designated chapter, advised me to ‘jettison the

  lot’. I suspect that other professionals may exhibit similar allergies.




  For, unlike some other recent surveys of the subject, the present work does not aim to summarize the reigning consensus. I definitely share the widespread anxiety about the slough of

  ultra-specialization, of pedagogical theorizing, and of public disinterest into which History has fallen; and I wish to contribute my pennyworth for the rehabilitation of the subject. Yet I do not

  see the solution in further recycling the specialist debates and I have totally avoided all postmodern discourses which try to invalidate every discourse except their own. For once, I intend to

  escape from the professional game, to address the established record of the past more directly, and in particular to re-examine the general framework within which all the more detailed studies are

  presented.




  As a historical writer devoted increasingly to the problems of general synthesis, I have no hesitation in stating my admiration and respect for colleagues who study history at the other end of

  the spectrum, ‘under the microscope’. No historical generalist could begin to function without reliance on the monographs and academic articles of people working at a completely

  different level of magnification. I would only ask that some of the specialists would show similar understanding for the skills and labours of the popularizers and simplifacteurs. It is in

  no one’s interest that the false division between ‘popular’ and ‘academic’ history should be perpetuated.




  Nonetheless the almost universal assumption amongst professionals seems to be that the broad framework of British history was set in stone by the great scholars of past generations, and that

  historians nowadays should leave it alone. They should devote all their time and ingenuity to ever shrinking patches of virgin territory. As the torrent of historical data expands exponentially,

  so, too, does the temptation to fix one’s gaze on those tiny areas. For fifty years now the tendency has been to make history less of an art and more of a pseudo-science, and hence for

  everyone in the profession to know ‘more and more about less and less’. As a result, ‘Sorry, that is not my field’ has become the watchword. Young historians have been led

  to believe that debating arcane issues among themselves in learned jargon is more important than communicating in plain language with the public. Students are raised on an à la carte

  menu, which never supplies them with a coherent picture of anything; and teachers are left picking ’n’ mixing according to their likes and dislikes. The public has switched off.




  At least, the public is in danger of switching off. I have deliberately overstated the case. Things are not so bad as the pessimists imply. I am well aware

  that in recent years a number of courageous historians have dared to buck the trend and have climbed to the top of the best-seller lists with large, ambitious, wide-horizoned history books. None of

  them, before publication, can have been sure of meeting success with their unlikely winners. Authors such as Simon Schama, Felipe Fernàndez-Armesto, and Orlando Figes have gained

  well-deserved acclaim through their originality of approach, their obvious passion for the subject, and their skill as writers.3 The

  public, as it turns out, has an unquenched thirst for feisty history written with flair. A major article in the New York Times revealed, to the writer’s obvious astonishment, that

  blockbuster history books could reach the best-seller lists.4




  I am also aware that some of the best historians in the British field have broken clear of the herd, and have been exploring exciting new directions. The old Anglocentric straitjacket is

  bursting at the seams. The fundamental question of ‘British identity’ is being subjected to fierce scrutiny. Authors such as David Cannadine and Linda Colley, Hugh Kearney, Patrick

  O’Brien, and Rees Davies have shown convincingly that the old ways will no longer suffice. I was lucky enough to attend the ground-breaking Anglo-American Conference in London in 1994, which,

  despite its ill-suited title, demonstrated that the old Anglo-framework of insular history was unsustainable. As a graduate of Magdalen College I was also aware that scholars and influential

  mentors such as the late Angus McIntyre, himself a Hiberno-Australian Scot, were inspiring a group of disciples interested in Britain’s ‘multiple identities’ and ‘composite

  kingdoms’.5 Their painstaking work will have its reward.




  Even so, it is depressing to see the degree of complacency and bewilderment which often prevails with regard to the simplest historical matters. Everyone has heard those stories about

  supermarket attendants who see a total of £10.66 on their check-out screen and who remark, ‘There we go – the Battle of Waterloo.’ Education has much to answer for. Fifty

  years ago all children still learned the history and development of what they called ‘England’ – that is of the United Kingdom with its empire and colonies. They learned it in a

  spirit of pride and patriotism, being regaled with accounts of kings and queens, heroes and heroines, victories, glorious defeats, and national achievements. They understood what it meant, and what

  its civic and patriotic purposes were. Fifty years on, very little of the old approach was left. It undoubtedly had its faults. But it has never found a worthwhile replacement. Once the Empire

  collapsed, patriotic history fell out of fashion. Wars and battles had few admirers, especially among teachers. Dates and facts about kings and queens were

  judged injurious to the health of young minds. Their place in the classroom was taken by critical discussions on skills and sources, and more frequently by exercises in empathy. Political history

  lost its traditional link with geography and gave way to social and economic studies. Indeed, with the advent of new subjects such as technology, ecology, and economics, History was in danger of

  being relegated to a secondary option in the national curriculum for state schools in England and Wales. As reported in the press in March 1999, government plans, if implemented, would further

  diminish history’s already low standing. Primary schools, ordered to devote more time to raising standards in English and mathematics, were set to abandon any attempt to teach an outline of

  national history. Teachers were to be urged to concentrate still more on inculcating historical skills to pupils who were devoid of systematic historical knowledge. Secondary schools were due to

  abandon event-based history altogether. Pupils were to ‘study how British society was shaped by the movement and settlement of different peoples’. In lessons on the twentieth century,

  the only compulsory subject would be the Nazi Holocaust – which does not even belong directly to British affairs. In the opinion of the director of the History Curriculum Association, the

  changes would confirm ‘the disappearance of the landmarks of British History’.6 One could only hope for a change of heart

  or for confirmation that the reports were exaggerated.




  That such a prospect should even be discussed, however, indicated the alarming decline of History in recent decades. If the reports were accurate, the rot was well advanced. A generation had

  been educated without any basic historical awareness. And a society unaware of its history is like a person suffering from amnesia. It simply cannot function efficiently. One should not be in the

  least surprised that on every hand one met people who do not care about the difference between ‘England’ and ‘Britain’ or between ‘Great Britain’ and ‘the

  United Kingdom’. Such distinctions, which are rooted in historical change, were simply not noticed.




  The true extent of this morass of mix-ups is marvellous to behold. One of the most extraordinary aspects of the current scene lies in the number of citizens of the United Kingdom who do not

  appear to be familiar with the basic parameters of the state in which they live. They often do not know what it is called; they do not distinguish between the whole and the constituent parts; and

  they have never grasped the most elementary facts of its development. Confusion reigns on every hand. Nor is it confined to the old bad habit of using

  ‘England’ as a shorthand for the United Kingdom as a whole, and hence of travellers who imagine that they carry an ‘English’ as opposed to a ‘British’ passport.

  Such lapses are commonplace. But they form the tip of a far larger iceberg. The scale of the problem only begins to emerge when one observes the inability of prominent authorities to present the

  history of our Isles in accurate and unambiguous terms.




  For a preliminary sounding, one only needs to enter a bookshop and examine the opening passages of the most popular volumes on British history. My own experiment was conducted

  in a bookshop where, to my query about the best books in circulation, the assistant pointed out three titles: Roy Strong, The Story of Britain (1992), The Oxford History of Britain

  (1999), and Antonia Fraser, The Lives of the Kings and Queens of England (revised edition, 1997).7 All three books undoubtedly

  possess manifold virtues in those aspects of the subject which most concern them. I was not making a general assessment. The point of the experiment was simply to test how they define and introduce

  the overall subject.




  Roy Strong’s volume, for instance, was inspired by an admirable and passionate belief in the present generation’s need for a straightforward narrative history. Yet it opens with the

  baffling sentence ‘Britain is an island.’8 One is tempted to mutter, ‘Well, yes and no.’ On the facing page,

  Strong offers a physical map showing an unnamed archipelago consisting of two large islands and several smaller ones. Uninitiated readers, say from Mars or Japan, would be forgiven for asking which

  of the islands was called ‘Britain’. And they would not be helped by the answer, ‘It all depends on what you mean.’




  Initiated readers, of course, would quickly recognize the familiar outline of the ‘British Isles’. For their part, they would be justified in wondering whether the book dealt with

  the history not of one island but of all of them. Judging by the contents, it would seem that Strong is using ‘Britain’ as the accepted shorthand for the United Kingdom. The trouble

  there lies in the fact that, in its present form, the United Kingdom consists of two parts – Great Britain and Northern Ireland. So it is not ‘an island’ (singular) in the present

  tense. Indeed, it has not been one island since 31 December 1800.




  Roy Strong’s misconception follows in the steps of numerous predecessors. One of these was A. L. Rowse, who published a survey with the same title as

  Strong’s. Rowse’s Story of Britain (1979, 1993) opens in almost exactly the same way:




  

    

      The story of Britain is that of the island which has influenced the outside world more than any other island in history.9


    


  




  There it goes again – the one island fixation, embellished with an imperial flourish. And it is still there in the final sentence of Rowse’s epilogue:




  

    

      It remains to be seen how the people … work out their fate; and whether in this lucky island it will be worthy of so remarkable a history.10


    


  




  At this point, many readers may want to reach for their dictionary. The latest edition of the ultimate authority, The Oxford English Dictionary, defines ‘Britain’ as

  follows:




  

    

      The proper name of the whole island containing England, Wales, and Scotland, with their dependencies; more fully called Great Britain; now also used for the British state or

      empire as a whole.11


    


  




  For the adjective British, the OED supplies five basic meanings:




  

    	

      Of or pertaining to the ancient Britons


    




    	

      Of or belonging to Great Britain, or its inhabitants


    




    	

      Of, or belonging to, Brittany, Breton. Obs(olete)


    




    	

      ellipt.as sb. pl. British people, soldiers etc. [i.e. ‘The British’]


    




    	

      comb., British-born, -built, -owned adjs., British-man. 12


    


  




  From this, one learns that ‘Britain’ can refer to any one of three different entities – to the geographical unit of ‘Great Britain’, to the British

  state, and/or to the British Empire. Incongruously, however, British has somewhat different geographical connotations. It can only refer apparently to Ancient Britain, to Great Britain, and

  to Brittany. It does not pertain to the United Kingdom, therefore, except in that short period of history when the Kingdom was coterminous with ‘Great Britain’, i.e. from 1707 to 1800.

  Surely that cannot be right for a dictionary published in 1994.




  If one turns for elucidation to The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, the plot thickens. The meanings of ‘British’ are essentially the same as in the OED, although

  point 5 is omitted. The main definition of Britain is also essentially the same, except for one curious amendment. Where the OED reads ‘now also used for the British state or

  empire as a whole’, the SOED has ‘now used for the British empire as a whole’.13 For some reason, among its definitions of ‘Britain’, the SOED has chosen to drop the ‘British state’. If this is correct, then Roy

  Strong’s Story of Britain could be a history either of the island of Great Britain or of the British Empire, but not of the United Kingdom.




  The inconsistencies are legion. They centre on the thorny question of what constituted the United Kingdom at any particular time. In their further explanations to their definitions of Britain,

  both the OED and SOED use a similar formula. The OED states:




  

    

      After the O(ld) E(nglish) period, Britain was used only as a historical term, until about the time of Henry VIII and Edward VI, when it came again into practical

      politics in connexion with the efforts made to unite England and Scotland; in 1604 James I was proclaimed ‘King of Great Britain’; and this name was adopted for the United Kingdom,

      at the union in 1707...14


    


  




  The SOED uses a condensed version of this information, while the OED adds some further details:




  

    

      After that event [the union of 1707], South Britain and North Britain are frequent in acts of Parl. for England and Scotland respectively; the latter is in

      occasional (chiefly postal) use. (So West Britain, humorously or polemically for ‘Ireland’.) Greater Britain is a modern rhetorical device for ‘Great Britain and

      the colonies’, ‘the British Empire’, brought into vogue in 1868.15


    


  




  These comments are instructive, of course, as far as they go. But one cannot help feeling that the Oxford editors have been stranded in a rather distant period of history. Indeed, they appear to

  have progressed very little beyond 1707. They do not let on that the name and territory of the United Kingdom have changed twice in the last two centuries. WestBritain, for example

  could only have applied when Ireland formed part of the United Kingdom between 1801 and 1922. Britain as shorthand for both ‘Great Britain’ and the ‘United Kingdom’

  only remained unambiguous during the lifetime of the united ‘Kingdom of Great Britain’ between 1707 and 1800. Ever since 1800, as the dictionary definitions indicate, Britain has

  had to assume alternative meanings.




  Nor is the matter much clarified by turning to the dictionary for an explanation of the term England. The SOEDseems to offer three definitions:




  

    

  




  

    	

      The territory of the Angles. Only in O[ld] E[nglish]


    




    	

      The southern part of the island of Great Britain … Often: the English (or British) nation or state...


    




    	

      Short for The King of England, also for the English or a portion of them ...16


    


  




  Looked at closely, this entry reveals that the SOED is actually offering seven definitions of England. Point 2 alone contains five. These five are:


  





  

    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The southern part of the island of Great Britain – i.e., a geographical or territorial unit.


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The English nation – i.e., a community of people.


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The English state – i.e., a political entity.


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The British nation.


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The British state.


      

    


  




  

    It is unfortunate that the editors elide all five definitions into a single point. One possibility is that they considered both ‘English’ and

    ‘British’, like ‘nation’ and ‘state’, to be synonyms and that all four terms are coterminous with ‘the southern part … of Great Britain’. If

    so, they have laid themselves open to some serious queries.


  




  In this light, or twilight, one can turn to The Oxford History of Britain (1999). The editor’s foreword opens as follows:




  

    

      The distinctiveness, even uniqueness, of the British as a people has long been taken for granted … Visitors from overseas, from those ubiquitous Venetian ambassadors

      in the late fifteenth century, through intellectuals like Voltaire or Tocqueville, to American journalists in the twentieth century, have all been convinced of the special quality of British

      Society.17


    


  




  The key phrases here are ‘the British as a people’ and ‘British society’. They immediately arouse suspicions of anachronism. There can be no doubt that

  Voltaire in the eighteenth century, de Tocqueville in the nineteenth, and the American journalists in the twentieth were all reporting on a people and a society that could properly be called

  ‘British’. But there has to be a question mark over what exactly was visited by those Venetian ambassadors in the late fifteenth century. More than two hundred years before the

  formation of the British state, one has to suspect that the Venetian ambassadors had only visited England and that their comments were confined to the special qualities of the English people and of

  English society. It is surely out of place to suggest that the ‘English society’ of the fifteenth century was simply an earlier version of the

  ‘British society’ of the eighteenth century and later.




  Reading on, one’s hopes for clarification are dashed when one meets a statement containing a still more convoluted muddle:




  

    

      A basic premise of this book is that it deals with the history of Great Britain, two partitioned, poly-cultural islands, and not merely with England.18


    


  




  The book does not deal ‘merely with England’. That is fair enough. It supposedly deals with the ‘history of Great Britain’. Yet Great Britain

  cannot possibly be equated with ‘two partitioned, poly-cultural islands’. As the OEDconfirms, Great Britain is the full name of ‘the whole island containing England, Wales,

  and Scotland, with their dependencies’. It does not include Ireland. Unlike ‘Britain’, it can’t be made to refer to ‘two islands’, whether

  ‘partitioned’ or ‘poly-cultural’ or otherwise. So one is faced here not just with an anachronism or with an ambiguity but with a fundamental error. It is rather disturbing.

  It would appear that the mix-ups are being disseminated by the very works that should be disentangling them.




  Investigation of the constituent chapters of The Oxford History of Britain provides little reassurance. Despite the editor’s declaration, the ‘basic premise’ is largely

  ignored. The chapter on the sixteenth century, for example, is entitled ‘The Tudor Age’. It begins with a section on ‘Population Changes’, which contains no information on

  the population of anywhere other than England, and opens with a statement that:




  

    

      The age of the Tudors has left its impact on the Anglo-American mind as a watershed in British history.19


    


  




  Surely, the age of the Tudors, who reigned in England, Wales, and Ireland but not in Scotland, is an important period in the history of England. But it hardly represents a

  watershed in British history.




  The chapter following, entitled ‘The Stuarts, 1603–1688’, offers meagre improvement. Once again, Scotland and Ireland are ignored; and the chapter opens with a remark about the

  Stuarts being ‘one of England’s least successful dynasties’.20 Such a judgement on an ancient Scottish dynasty

  which reigned only briefly in England is, to say the least, out of place.




  In his foreword, the editor of the Oxford History makes a heartfelt appeal to the patriotism of Britain. ‘This rooted patriotism,’ he writes, ‘embracing Welsh, Scots and

  Ulstermen over the centuries – though, significantly, never the southern Irish – endured and remained unchangeable.’21 One has to suppose that southern Irishmen like the Duke of Wellington do not come into the reckoning. But if Welsh, Scots, or

  Ulster readers take the trouble to seek out what is, and what isn’t, said about their countries, their presumed patriotic feelings are due for a dousing. If British historians are to continue

  to appeal to the patriotism of the non-English, they will have to address non-English concerns with rather more accuracy and sensitivity.




  If one now turns to The Lives of the Kings and Queens of England, one finds still more sources of confusion. Lady Antonia begins by saying that ‘in one sense … the volume

  … needs no introduction.’22 A glance at the table of contents, however, reveals that on one point at least an

  introductory explanation is sorely needed. For the contents open with William the Conqueror and close with Elizabeth II. For no apparent reason they exclude the ten pre-Conquest monarchs from

  Edward the Elder to Harold Godwinson, who were undoubtedly Kings of England, whilst including the eleven representatives of the Houses of Hanover, Sachsen-Coburg und Gotha, and Windsor who have

  been monarchs not of England but of the United Kingdom. All the Queen’s loyal but non-English subjects have good cause to feel aggrieved.




  This Sceptred Isle was a book published to accompany the highly successful BBC Radio series in 1995–6.23 Liberally

  laced with trenchant extracts from Winston Churchill’s History of the English Speaking Peoples (1954–6), its fifty-five episodes cover the two thousand years from Julius Caesar

  to Queen Victoria. Both the book and the radio series revealed the public’s appetite for old-fashioned narrative history and for a comprehensive chronological framework to historical

  knowledge. Yet, as the adoption of Shakespeare’s catch-phrase implies, the interpretation (see pages 430–31) is Anglocentric to a fault. It accepts without a word of hesitation that

  England is the only part of the Isles that counts and that British history is a mere continuation of English history.




  Finally, one last book needs a mention. Paul Johnson’s Offshore Islanders (1995) bears a subtitle, A History of the English People. It opens on the frontispiece with a

  quotation from Milton’s Areopagitica:




  

    

      Lords and Commons of England – consider what nation it is whereof you are and of which you are governor ...24


    


  




  Amen to that.




  

    

  




  Nowhere is the reigning confusion better illustrated than in the classification system of major libraries. The seeker for truth in the libraries of Oxford University, for

  example, has some curious puzzles to solve. On OLIS, the University on-line catalogue, historical subjects are commonly organized by country. French history can be found under <FRANCE –

  – HISTORY>, Italian history under <ITALY – – HISTORY>, and so on. So, logically, one might expect modern British history to be catalogued under <UNITED KINGDOM –

  – HISTORY>. But it is not. Indeed, OLIS is not aware of the United Kingdom having a history of its own at all. If one enters <UNITED KINGDOM – – HISTORY> one receives no

  response whatsoever other than a line of arrows on the screen indicating where the non-existent entry would have been located between <UK HARPISTS’ ASSOCIATION> and <UNITED KINGDOM

  I.T.A. FEDERATION> – I.T.A. standing for Initial Teaching Alphabet. There is not even a cross-reference to any other related headings such as <GREAT BRITAIN – – HISTORY>,

  or <NORTHERN IRELAND – – HISTORY>. After all, as the well informed will know, the state in which Oxford University and its libraries live and work is called the ‘United

  Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’.




  Scrolling through the catalogue headings, one comes up to <UNITED ARAB EMIRATES – – HISTORY> and down to <UNITED NATIONS – – HISTORY> and <UNITED STATES

  – – HISTORY>. Indeed, as far one can ascertain, every single member state of the United Nations from <AFGHANISTAN> to <ZIMBABWE> has a main heading together with a

  sub-heading for its history. But not the United Kingdom.




  The next step is to have a guess and to enter <GREAT BRITAIN, HISTORY>. After all, many people equate the ‘United Kingdom’ with ‘Great Britain’. This time, the

  response is positive. <GREAT BRITAIN – – HISTORY> appears on the screen between <GREAT BRITAIN – – HISTORIOGRAPHY – PERIODICALS> and a very long list of

  further subdivisions under GREAT BRITAIN, HISTORY by period. At the latest count it was showing a total of 641 entries. These, one presumes, relate to general works on British history. It is rather

  slipshod; but understandable. If one explores a bit further, however, and keys in <ENGLAND, HISTORY>, one is in for a shock. For <ENGLAND – – HISTORY> not only carries a

  cross-reference back to <GREAT BRITAIN – – HISTORY> but also shows the same tally of 641 entries. On examination all the entries under <GREAT BRITAIN – –

  HISTORY> and <ENGLAND – – HISTORY> turn out to be absolutely identical. They both start with 1. Chronicles of St. Bride’s; and they both end with 641. Zins, Henryk, Historia Anglii (The History of England), Wrocław,

  1979. There can only be one conclusion. Whoever it was that determined the classification of history books in the libraries of the United Kingdom’s senior university, a decision was

  taken to treat <GREAT BRITAIN> and <ENGLAND> as one and the same thing. In this corner of the official mind, ‘British History’ does not relate to the United Kingdom; and it

  is indistinguishable from ‘English History’.25




  Oxford librarians are always on guard against troublemakers. They feign surprise. But then, after persistent questioning, one of them lets slip that the Bodleian follows the same policy as the

  Library of Congress in Washington D.C. even on matters relating to the United Kingdom. Long ago, it seems, long before the age of computers, the astute librarians of the US Congress established a

  dominant hold on the market by selling compact sets of their subject-headings printed on index cards. So now almost all libraries in the English-speaking world have adopted the American system. It

  is a brilliant case of informational imperialism. Once the index cards had been transferred onto inter-linked computerized catalogues, the compatibility of subject-headings became still more

  desirable – with the obvious results.




  The Subject Headings of the Library of Congress are published in three grand red-bound volumes; and they are accompanied by a splendid cataloguing manual. The previous experiment can now be

  repeated. Once again, under <UNITED KINGDOM – HISTORY>, one draws a blank. Indeed, this time the ‘United Kingdom’ itself does not exist. Between <UNITED FRUIT COMPANY>

  and <UNITED NATIONS>, there is not so much as a line of arrows. How can the USA have a ‘special relationship’ with an ally that does not exist?




  So one turns to the first of the grand red volumes, and looks up <GREAT BRITAIN>. It is not only there; it has an explanatory note:




  

    

      Here are entered works on the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, which comprises England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales, as well as works on the

      island of Great Britain … Works on the non-jurisdictional group comprising the islands of Great Britain, Ireland and smaller adjacent islands, are entered under British Isles.26


    


  




  This is both impressive and encouraging. These Americans seem to know what they are talking about. They give precise definitions both of the ‘United Kingdom’ and of the ‘British Isles’; and they know that Great Britain is just one island.




  Turning to the sub-heading <GREAT BRITAIN, History>, however, the old bogey raises its head. <GREAT BRITAIN, History> is followed by the instruction <U(se) F(or) ENGLAND,

  History>: not <U.F. ENGLAND, History> and <U.F. SCOTLAND, History>, but just <U.F. ENGLAND, History>. What a mess! Notwithstanding their superior information, the Americans are

  every bit as mixed up as the Brits. As in Oxford, the Washington librarians are determined to present British history and English history as one and the same thing. In both cases, there is no

  awareness either that British history has encompassed Scotland as well as England (and Ireland in the nineteenth century) or that England, like Scotland, possessed its own separate history prior to

  the Union of 1707.




  For librarians wrestling with these arcaneries – two pages of guidance are provided:




  

    

      BACKGROUND: The heading Great Britain is used in both descriptive and subject cataloguing as the conventional form for

      the United Kingdom, which comprises England, Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales. This instruction sheet describes the usage of Great Britain, in contrast to England, as a

      subject heading. It also describes the usage of Great Britain, England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales in local subdivision.27


    


  




  So far, so good. But then, one meets ‘the exception’:




  

    

      Exception: Do not use the subdivisions History or Politics and Government under England. For a work on the history,

      politics, or government of England, assign the heading Great Britain, subdivided as required for the work. References in the subject file reflect this practice. Use the subdivision

      Foreign relations under England only in the restricted sense described in the scope note under England – Foreign relations. 28


    


  




  There is no point in reading further. The libraries of Washington do not intend to apply their excellent knowledge to the task in hand. Objectively speaking, there is no good

  reason why the Library of Congress, and every other library in the world, should not have adopted one heading for ‘United Kingdom’, another for ‘Great Britain’, and another

  for the ‘British Isles’. Logically, England requires a separate heading equivalent to those for Scotland, Ireland, Northern Ireland, and Wales.

  <ENGLAND, History> needs just three main sub-divisions:




  

    

      England, History – prior to the Union with Scotland (1707)




      England, History – 1707–1800, within the Kingdom of Great Britain




      England, History – since 1801 within the United Kingdom


    


  




  Unfortunately, ‘the conventional form’ dictates otherwise. The chances of unscrambling a convention which is more deeply ingrained than the millennium bug are

  minimal. One suspects that <UNITED KINGDOM – HISTORY> will never be introduced as a subject-heading until the United Kingdom has passed into history.




  This is hardly the place to attempt a comprehensive explanation of the reigning confusion. But two or three observations may not be amiss. One of these would refer to the

  widespread, unthinking, and unshakeable belief in the unbroken continuity of ‘our island history’. The belief is so strong that it crushes any sense of the need to change the names to

  match the changing reality. England is assumed to be fixed and eternal. Hence many historians do not hesitate to talk of ‘England’ in those centuries of the first millennium long before

  the creation either of an English state or nation. And they continue to talk of ‘England’ as a mistaken synonym for the United Kingdom long after England had been merged into a wider

  unified state.




  In a similar way, English people seem particularly unwilling to recognize that their united Kingdom has undergone two successive transformations since its creation in 1707. After much delay, the

  public accepted that ‘Great Britain’ was a more fitting label for the United Kingdom than ‘England’ had been. But when the kingdom changed its name in 1801 and again in

  1922, no further attempt was made to readjust the shortened form. The eighteenth-century designation was set in mental stone, and has proved amazingly persistent ever since. In the early twentieth

  century, when British motor vehicles were first required to carry an international identification plate, the out-of-date and inappropriate abbreviation of ‘GB’ was chosen in place of

  ‘UK’. Vehicles from Northern Ireland, which has never been part of Great Britain, run around on GB plates to this day. On the world’s money markets, the currency of the United

  Kingdom, the pound sterling, is abbreviated not to ‘UKP’ but to ‘GBP’. By the same token, when British government departments were allocated electronic domain names in the 1990s, many inadvertently adopted the suffix of <gov.gb>, only changing to the more suitable form of <gov.uk> at the second attempt.




  Lastly, one observes a blanket change that was widely instituted in the 1970s and 80s. When historians finally realized that the traditional designation of ‘English History’ was

  clearly out of place for the period after 1707, the English label was indiscriminately replaced by the British one. In consequence, a completely new set of anachronisms became entrenched. The

  wholesale use of ‘British’ for all periods in the history in the Isles is turning the whole story upside down. The Tudors, who as Kings of England had always been correctly described as

  an English dynasty (of Welsh origin), have now been turned into a British dynasty, which they patently were not. The ultimate development in this regard was perpetrated in a recent TV advertisement

  which unceremoniously amended Shakespeare and came up with the ineffable line:




  

    ‘This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this Britain.’


  




  The advertisers must not be blamed. After all, they are imitating the most distinguished academics.




  One would be hard put to find another state or country which is so befuddled about the basic framework of its past. One of the few parallels that does exist can be found in the textbooks of the

  late and unlamented Soviet Union. Although the Soviet Union was not created until 1923, Soviet historians customarily pretended that Soviet history stretched back to prehistoric times, just as it

  was destined to stretch up and away into the eternal future. The standard textbook of the Stalinist era, A. M. Pankratova’s A History of the USSR, appeared in Moscow in three volumes

  in 1947–8. Only the third volume treated the formation and development of the USSR. The first volume opened with a section on ‘The Primitive Community System in Our Country’, and

  closed with ‘Important Dates in the History of the USSR since Ancient Times until the end of the Seventeenth Century’. In this period of the ‘Soviet past’, space was found

  both for the ancient Greek cities of the Crimea and for Genghis Khan. The second volume opened with a chapter on ‘The Founding of the Russian Empire’ and closed with ‘Important

  Dates in the History of the USSR in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries’. The first date on this last list is ‘1682–1725 … Reign of Peter I’.29 One may be amused. But to state that the reign of Peter the Great formed part of Soviet history is no less eccentric than stating that the reign of

  Henry VIII formed part of British history. Soviet historians at least could plead that they were writing to the prescription of ideological commissars.

  British historians have no such excuse. It is worth pointing out that many people in the West did not realize that ‘Russia’ and the ‘Soviet Union’ were not the same thing

  until the Soviet Union, finally, collapsed, leaving fifteen independent republics in its wake.




  So what is to be done? I would say that my present goals are fivefold. The first is to suggest that the conventional framework of the history of the Isles is in urgent need of

  revision. The second is to pay due respect to all the nations and cultures in the history of the Isles and to the detriment of none. The third is to put the existing body of knowledge on certain

  key subjects, such as the rise and fall of ‘Britishness’, into a firm chronological and analytical setting. The fourth is to make a contribution to the contemporary British debate,

  helping to show how the present state of affairs has been reached. And finally, to assist the above, I aimed to present a clear and simple exposition of the overall historical narrative,

  concentrating on the formation and transformation of the states within whose fluctuating bounds every layer of our shifting and multiple identities has been formed. Until I started writing, I

  myself did not realize just how many different states the Isles have supported over the centuries:


  





  

    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The High Kingship of Ireland, to AD 1169


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The Ancient British tribal principalities, to c. AD 70


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        Independent ‘Pictland’, to the ninth century AD


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        Roman Britannia, 43–c. 410 AD


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The independent British/Welsh principalities, from the fifth century to 1283, including Cornwall, Cumbria, and Strathclyde


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, from the fifth to the tenth centuries


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The Kingdom of the Scots, from the ninth century to 1651, and 1660–1707


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The Kingdom of England, from the tenth century to 1536, together with its dependencies including the Channel Islands, the Isle of

        Man, the Welsh March, and English-occupied Wales and Ireland


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The Kingdom of England and Wales, 1536–1649, 1660–1707


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The Kingdom of Ireland, 1541–1649, 1660–1800


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The Commonwealth and Free State of England, Wales, and Ireland, 1649–1654


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The Commonwealth of Great Britain and Ireland, alias the ‘First British Republic’,

        1654–1660


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The united Kingdom of Great Britain, 1707–1800


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, 1801–1922


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The Irish Free State (later Éire, then the Republic of Ireland), since 1922


      

    




    

      	

        –


      



      	

        The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, since 1922


      

    


  




  

    In relating this long and rather complicated story, I preferred to adopt the standpoint of an outsider looking inwards, rather than that of an insider observing the immediate surroundings. One

    reason for this was to lead my readers into the insular affairs of the earlier periods only after giving them a taste of the wider context. Another reason, by starting the narrative of each

    chapter at slightly eccentric locations, was to demonstrate the extent to which any historical narrative is dependent on the historian’s chosen perspective.


  




  I have also taken care to be as precise as possible about nomenclature. Having questioned the reigning conventions, I must endeavour to be more accurate myself. I have been careful to show what

  is English and what is not, and only to use the British adjective in relation to the two periods where it is relevant – one ancient and one modern.




  To bypass the prevailing anachronisms, I decided to transpose all the names in the first chapter into imaginary but time-neutral forms. In Chapter Four, I have replaced the usual

  ‘Anglo-Saxons’ with ‘Germanics’. I don’t use the word ‘British’ in its modern sense before the formation of the united Kingdom in 1707. And in the title of

  the book, I have used the simplest formula of all.




  The structure of the book follows a consistent pattern. Each chapter consists of three sections. The opening sections take the form of a ‘snapshot’, that is, the

  detailed treatment of some brief episode which puts the main theme of the chapter into its wider context. The middle sections are devoted either to a summary account of the period in hand, or, in

  Chapters Seven to Ten, to summaries of a series of salient themes from the period. The concluding sections, which vary considerably in length, aim to sketch in outline how each period of history

  was reflected in the historiography and literature of later times. No such brief survey can hope to be complete. But one hopes that it is sufficiently extensive

  to reveal the truth that the history of those islands has not been one of smooth, seamless, linear progress. Rather, it has been one of kaleidoscopic change and of repeated, turbulent

  transformations.




  I cannot say exactly what inspired me to undertake the present task. Having spent several decades writing about foreign places, I wished to embark for once on an adventure round my native

  shores. But I wanted to do it in a particular way. I wanted to return to the path which Trevelyan trod with such distinction, of showing that history is an art as well as a science. Trevelyan

  understood that history is there to enthuse the millions, not just to provide employment for academics. He once described himself as ‘a man of letters disguised as a don.’ I find that

  an attractive model to follow.30




  Adelaide, S.A.


  March 1999








  

     

  




  CHAPTER ONE




  THE MIDNIGHT ISLES
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  THE CANYON CAVE MAN. Not long after the last Ice Age, not far from the western

  sea, a young man was buried in a cave set high in the walls of a limestone canyon. Beside him lay a strange long object made of antler bone, variously described as some sort of sceptre or perhaps a

  spear-straightener. The shallow grave on the cave floor was surrounded by thousands of flints – the non-perishable parts of Stone Age spears, knives, scrapers, and burins. These in turn were

  accompanied by heaps of bones from the birds and animals which had supplied the cave dweller’s diet: hence wild horse, reindeer, and red deer; blue hare, brown bear, Arctic fox, and willow

  grouse; pig, ptarmigan, peregrine falcon; and one solitary, and much older, mammoth bone. The cave and its contents remained undisturbed until rediscovered in modern times.




  Caves were one of the favourite places of refuge for prehistoric people. They provided shelter in all seasons, an even temperature, and protection from wild animals. Unlike a neighbouring

  cavern, which had once served as a den for hyenas and which had been used by humanoids in far remoter ages, the ‘Canyon Cave’ had not been inhabited before the last ice had melted. Its

  cool, but never freezing, air was ideal for the growth of stalactites and, in our own times, for the fermentation of cheese. When the Anglo-Saxons arrived some seven or eight thousand years after

  the cave burial, they founded the nearby village, and called it Ceodor – their word for a canyon or ravine. When the Normans came five hundred years after the Anglo-Saxons, they called the

  ravine a gorge – their word both for a throat and for a narrow valley.




  Very little is known about the person who was buried in the Canyon Cave. Though he lived and died in a country which would much later be called England, he was certainly not English. We do not

  know what tribe or people he belonged to. We do not know what language or languages he spoke; or whether the language of his people was comprehensible to others living in the vicinity. We do not

  know what thoughts he may have had about his world, or whether he had any concept of the era into which he was born. We may suppose that he was a hunter, or at least that he was supported by the

  hunters and gatherers of his tribe. We may also surmise, since the meat of animals and the fruits of the forest were the staff of his life, that he was inured to constant wandering. He followed the herds over hill and dale in the cool, dry ‘boreal’ climate of that first post-glacial phase. Since his cave lay barely a day’s walk from the

  open sea, he must often have climbed up the canyon wall to the grassy track on the ridge and strolled along it towards the beach. Even if the coast were further out than it is today, we may

  reasonably imagine that he had cruised along it in his dugout, that he had crossed the nearby estuary to its northern shore, or even that he had made the more adventurous crossing of the long Inner

  Bay to a landfall beyond the sunset.




  For ninety years after its discovery in 1903 in Gough’s Cave, Cheddar Gorge, the skeleton of ‘Cheddar Man’ was kept in London’s Natural History Museum. But in 1996 it was

  the subject of an extraordinary experiment. It was sent to the Institute of Molecular Medicine in Oxford for DNA testing, and samples of its mitochondrial DNA were compared with a score of similar

  samples taken from volunteers among the villagers in the present-day Cheddar district. ‘To the astonishment of the scientists’, as The Times reported, ‘a close match was

  found between Cheddar Man and Mr [Adrian] Targett’, a forty-two-year old history teacher at the Kings of Wessex Community School in Cheddar Village. The experiment had proved beyond

  reasonable doubt that a man living in late twentieth-century Britain was a direct descendant through the maternal line of a person living in the same locality in the Middle Stone Age.1




  The implications of the Targett Case are very far-reaching. If the result is not just a mistake or a chance in a billion, it would indicate that a substantial proportion of people in modern

  Britain form part of local kinship groups which have had a continuous existence for three or four hundred generations. This in its turn means that each of those generations has adapted itself to

  every successive cultural, linguistic, and political wave that has taken place over the millennia. The old idea that Britain’s ‘island race’ was the sum total of numerous massive

  invasions, from the mesolithic relations of Cheddar Man, who repopulated the islands after the Ice Age, to the Celts, Romans, Saxons, Vikings, Normans, and Angevins of historic times, who all but

  obliterated their prehistoric predecessors, has been under attack for many years. It is now virtually untenable. The prehistoric gene pool must undoubtedly have been supplemented and modified by

  more recent arrivals. But it is still there.




  There are other crucial considerations. British people are taught in a way which leads them to assume unthinkingly, that ‘Cheddar Man lived on the island of prehistoric Britain’.

  Yet, if one reflects, every single part of that sentence is inaccurate. For when Mr Targett’s ancestor was buried in the cave, the canyon was not yet Cheddar Gorge. So whoever he was,

  ‘the Canyon Cave Man’ could not have been Cheddar Man. What is more, neither he nor his relations could possibly have known that they were

  ‘prehistoric’. And their homeland was still many millennia away from being England or Britain. Most surprisingly, since nine thousand years represents a mere moment in the overall

  timetable of prehistory, their country was not yet an island. The latest carbon dating for the death of the Canyon Cave Man was 8980 ± 150 radiocarbon years. Adjusted to calendar years, this

  gives a date inside the eighth millennium BC and precedes by a clear margin the median date at which geologists estimate the formation of Europe’s offshore islands

  (see page 8, below). Even if he had been born exactly where he died, there can be virtually no doubt that ‘the Canyon Cave Man’ was a Continental.
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  THE HISTORY OF MANKIND on the peninsula which we now call ‘Europe’ has lasted for some seven hundred or eight hundred thousand years. For

  over 99 per cent of that vast expanse of time, man lived in the Stone Age, using rough stone or flint tools of very slowly increasing sophistication. He supported life through hunting, trapping,

  fishing, and gathering the wild plants and crustaceans. Though various convenient caves and open sites were occupied, abandoned, and reoccupied over long periods, there was little permanent

  settlement as the human troops followed the herds across the ever-changing seasons and feeding-grounds. If the passage of time in the Peninsula’s human prehistory is counted on a scale of 1

  to 100, the emergence of modern man, Homo sapiens sapiens, would have occurred at about point 94: the last retreat of the northern Ice Sheet and the onset of the mesolithic somewhere after

  point 98: the earliest origins of the so-called ‘Neolithic Revolution’ around point 99. At no stage before the final point were there any major islands off the Peninsula’s

  north-west coast.




  For most of prehistory, the lands which are now called the British or the British and Irish Isles formed a broad promontory of the Continental land mass, an oceanside peninsula of the Peninsula.

  (See map, page 2.) It consisted of two parts, the main north–south trunk and a long arm protruding on the western side. Its sparse population came and went during the Ice Ages, sometimes

  encouraged by the warmer conditions of the interglacials, sometimes deterred by the icebound or sub-tundra conditions of the glacial advances. At the height of the terminal Ice Age, all human

  habitation ceased. Resettlement resumed c. 10,000 BC after an interval of perhaps seven or eight millennia. From then on, humans have been present without a break until the

  present day. By the time of the Canyon Cave Man the southern valleys were overgrown by ever denser post-glacial woodland; the inhabitants increasingly set up camp on coastal sites or moved into the

  outer islands, the remoter uplands and most northerly districts, where in due course hut-circles would become a standard form of settlement. 




  The transformation of the oceanside peninsula into a group of offshore islands took place in the course of the seventh or sixth millennium BC. In all probability it took

  place gradually, not as the result of a dramatic geological catastrophe or a sudden onrush of the sea. It was partly caused by the tilting of land surfaces rendered unstable by the retreating ice,

  and partly by the rising levels of warmer seas. As the outer coastal range sank, its peaks were left as a string of stormbound islets. The mountains of the north tipped upwards. The western arm of

  the peninsula broke free, creating two separate islands, the ‘Green Isle’ and the ‘Great Isle’. The ocean tides surged into the long inner bay not only from the south but

  also through the new and turbulent northern straits, turning the top of the bay into the ‘Middle Sea’. Next, to the east, the Continental coastal flats retreated southwards as the

  shallow salt water advanced. This greatly extended the ‘Sunrise Sea’. It also reduced the peninsula’s Continental landlink to a narrow low-lying southern isthmus less than a

  hundred miles wide, between two chalk ridges. Finally, as the sea continued to rise, the isthmus itself began to shrink. It first turned to wet, salty marshland and then began to flood. After that,

  the currents from the west aided the currents from the east to wash away the remaining chalk, gravel, and sand. Sometime between 6000 and 5500 BC the landlink disappeared

  entirely. ‘The Sleeve’ was born, with its pinchpoint at the ‘Southern Straits’.2




  The consequences of the birth of ‘the Sleeve’ are often misrepresented or exaggerated. It is often said that the new-formed islands were ‘isolated’ from the Continent or

  ‘cut off’. But this is hardly correct. Of course, in strictly geographical terms, the islands were isolated, since ‘to isolate’ means ‘to turn into an

  island’. Where once there was a strip of land, there now was a stretch of water. This would have been a serious blow for the migrating herds of animals, who could no longer cross the isthmus.

  The livestock on the islands, especially the larger beasts, could no longer be replenished by Continental migrants. The great elk, for example, became extinct on the Isles just as the mammoth had

  done. Yet man, unlike the animals, could readily adapt to the changed circumstances. Indeed, he could turn them to his advantage. There is every indication that communications actually improved.

  Even with the primitive boats then available, one could paddle or sail from one side of the Sleeve to the other more rapidly than one could previously have tramped across the isthmus or, in the

  intermediary phase, waded through the marshes. The birth of the Sleeve must have stimulated sailing techniques and marine transport of various kinds. In the period

  during the emergence of the Isles, the islanders became expert sailors. The islands were not cut off. Communication was simply made more dependent on boats.




  The exploration and utilization of the western seaways appears to have begun as soon as they were opened up. Little is known about the vessels and the navigational techniques of those mesolithic

  mariners. But the archaeological evidence is decisive in showing that people and goods were shipped back and forth across all the channels and between all the islands. After all, the distances

  involved were not great enough to deter fair-weather voyages by hide-bound coracles and kayaks, by dugouts, or even by rafts. Even the ‘Great Crossing’ between the Mainland and the

  Great Isle at the most convenient section of the Sleeve did not exceed sixty miles. It could be completed in a day, at most in a day and night. The passage between the two largest islands was

  forty-eight miles at its widest and only twelve miles at its narrowest. Navigation round the Middle Sea, greatly assisted by stopovers on ‘Midway Island’, was particularly attractive.

  One should not assume, therefore, as classical scholars once did, that the arts of sailing and navigation necessarily originated in the Mediterranean. And tentative beginnings in the mesolithic

  would be greatly expanded in succeeding ages – especially in the fourth millennium, when a further rise in sea level occurred.3




  As a result, human settlement was increasingly concentrated in areas adjacent to the seaways and maritime trade routes. A western group of mesolithic communities developed round the shores of

  the Middle Sea. It was an integral part of a cultural region directly linked to the oceanside peninsulas of the Mainland. Archaeologists have given the modern name of Tardenoisian to the material

  culture of those western seaways. An eastern group of communities developed on all the shores of the Sunrise Sea in a region linking the east coast of the Great Isle with the Mainland’s

  northern and north-eastern coasts. In between, the sparsely populated and landlocked midlands and uplands of the Great Isle were left in relative obscurity.




  Eight thousand years ago is too far back for prehistorians to know anything about the Peninsula’s languages or place names. Alphabets were not yet invented. No words or voices were

  recorded. Not surprisingly, therefore, prehistorians have fallen into the habit of calling the most ancient places by the most modern names. For some purposes, this

  may be unavoidable. But it puts prehistory into a false, totally anachronistic, and frequently nationalistic context. A little historical imagination might reconstruct some more realistic

  solutions. The somewhat mythological ring of invented names is a small price to pay if one is to avoid the cardinal sin of anachronism.




  It is not unreasonable to assume, for example, that prehistoric people would have named the principal features of the landscape after what they saw; and many of their descriptive names,

  translated into later languages, would have survived into historic times. It is not entirely fanciful, therefore, in those distant days when the Sleeve was forming, to imagine troops of hunters

  camped generation after generation atop the high cliff which commands the southern shore of the Southern Straits. They would come to breathe the fresher air, perhaps to make signals, above all to

  get a better view of the herds that wended their way across the shrinking isthmus below. As time passed, they would have watched with growing perplexity as the herds floundered in the marshland and

  eventually refused to cross. Standing on the cliff top with the midday sun on their backs, or in later times paddling out into the waters of the Sleeve, they would have seen the magnificent line of

  undulating white cliffs that glinted ahead in the sunlight. In due course, they must have sailed across to the new-formed island shore, and cruising along it have caught sight of the finest group

  of cliffs of all. And they would have called them the ‘Eight Sisters’. (How the Eight became the Seven is a matter of conjecture.) One day, on the way back, they would have seen the

  shadows lengthening on the north-facing escarpment of their own home cliff, and would have called it the equivalent of ‘Grey Nose Head’. These names are less likely to have been

  invented by people standing on the shore than by sailors out to sea. By extension, it would have been perfectly natural for the whole of the land beyond the chalk cliffs to have become known as

  ‘the Cliff Country’.4




  Ancient man navigated by sun and stars. ‘East’ was the direction of the sunrise, and is so called in many languages to this day. The west was ‘Sunset’, the south

  ‘Midday’, the north ‘Midnight’. For example, in Latin oriens, ‘the rising sun’, ‘the east’; occidens, ‘evening’, ‘the

  west’; meridies, ‘noon’, ‘the south’; septemtrio, ‘the north’ – septemtriones, the constellation of the Great Bear. Similarly,

  in modern Polish wschód, zachód, południe, and północ mean respectively ‘sunrise’ and ‘east’, ‘sunset’ and ‘west’, ‘midday’ and ‘south’, and ‘midnight’ and ‘north’. What is more, one

  knows from anthropological studies that illiterate peoples will often take their bearings when facing the sunrise. From this position, the east is seen to be ‘in front’, the west is

  ‘behind’, the north is ‘the left hand’, and the south, ‘the right hand’. We simply do not know what the Peninsula’s northern offshore islands were called

  in prehistoric times, but it is not beyond the realms of reason to suppose that they were called by something equivalent to ‘the Left-Hand Isles’ or, more poetically, ‘the

  Midnight Isles’.




  The introduction of arable and livestock farming during the so-called ‘Neolithic Revolution’ did more to transform mankind’s way of life than anything before

  or since. It created permanent, settled communities, which may be seen as the kernel of civilization as we now understand it. Its economy was based on the increasingly intensive exploitation of

  crops and domesticated animals, whose products promised a varied diet, a potential surplus in good years, and greater opportunities for regular trade and commerce. Its social structures saw a

  marked division between the food producers, who invested immense efforts of physical labour into their primitive agriculture, and the specialized castes of craftsmen, merchants, miners,

  administrators, and soldiers, who could be supported from the food surplus. Its politics put a premium on the control of land, on the protection of settlements, and hence on the formation of

  territorial polities – in other words, of nascent states. Its geographic patterns transformed the landscape, which was henceforth divided into the familiar sectors of cultivated countryside,

  of urban areas, and of the residual primeval wilderness. Its religious ideology saw a waning of the cult of the Great Earth Mother, with its prime emphasis on birth and the reproduction of a tiny,

  fragile species, and a corresponding move towards a concern for the fertility of the fields – where the sun and rain, the changing seasons, and the gods of river and harvest gained absolute

  priority. The priestly caste busied itself with astronomy, geodesy, and climatology. Matriarchy gave way to patriarchy. 5




  At one time, prehistorians were apt to assume that mesolithic people would have accepted the ‘Neolithic Revolution’ with alacrity as part of the march of progress. Now they are not

  so sure. Well-tried communities of hunter-gatherers may have had neither the interest nor the inclination to submit to the unfamiliar and demanding routines of

  agricultural life and to the back-breaking initial work of tree-felling, stone-clearing, and ditch-digging. Here guesswork is as good as a thesis. But it may well be that the neolithic innovators

  gained the upper hand through their one undoubted advantage, namely the concentrated military power to occupy land and hold it.




  The ‘Neolithic Revolution’, however, was an intercontinental movement of great duration. Its origins, c. 8000 BC in the River Valley civilizations of the Near

  East, pre-dated the mesolithic era. Its terminal phase, c. 2000 BC in the farthermost reaches of the European Peninsula, coincided with the onset of Minoan civilization in

  Crete. Even so, there is no consensus about the means of its expansion. One supposition is that bands of neolithic agriculturalists steadily pushed their way across the Peninsula in their

  insatiable hunger for suitable land. In this case, the newcomers would have simply supplanted the hunter-gatherers, killing or expelling those whom they could not recruit. The picture resembles

  that of the later conquistadores in Mexico or of American pioneers on the Oregon Trail. And the fate of the hunter-gatherers resembled that of native Americans or Australian Aboriginals. The more

  recent and fashionable supposition is that, while neolithic farmers did not necessarily migrate themselves, their farming techniques did. In this case, the old population of successive regions was

  not displaced, but was steadily converted to the new lifestyle by a process of acculturation. The mesolithic hunter-gatherers were not the victims of the neolithic revolutionaries but their

  ancestors. The third supposition, and the most likely one, is that the ‘Neolithic Revolution’ spread through a mixture both of migration and of acculturation. The difficulty is to

  estimate the relative proportions of the two methods. Recent studies of modern European DNA strongly support the hypothesis of acculturation. One research group concluded that ‘the major

  extant lineages throughout Europe predate the Neolithic expansion and . . . the spread of agriculture was a substantially indigenous development’.6




  Neolithic agriculture reached the Midnight Isles some time towards the end of the fifth or the beginning of the fourth millennium. Common sense demands that the first sack of seedcorn and the

  first domesticated cattle were landed on the northern shore of the Sleeve from a boat. What is not known is whether they were brought over by a band of Continental migrants or perhaps by an island

  entrepreneur engaged in a brilliant import venture. At all events, the agriculturalists flourished on the islands. They would have been assisted by the large

  expanses of uninhabited land, by the rich variety of culturable soils, and by the onset of a milder and moister oceanic climate with stimulating seasonal fluctuations. Their flocks of sheep and

  cattle could graze on lusher and higher pastures. Their crops of wheat and barley, based on the infield–outfield system, grew more readily, even in the uplands and the most northerly

  latitudes. Gradually, inexorably, the way of life of the hunter-gatherers faded from the record.




  The period of transition was obviously a long one; and the activities of hunting and gathering never entirely died out. There is evidence that the late mesolithic inhabitants of the central

  Peaks, for example, had already learned the art of herding domesticated deer. So neolithic cattle-ranching was not a total novelty. Similarly, even when arable crops supplied the staple food,

  farming families did not cease to supplement their diet in the old ways. Stag-hunting, angling, grouse-shooting, blackberry-picking, and cockle-collecting never stopped. Local delicacies, such as

  the windblown samphire that grows on the coastal fenland, were prized in neolithic times, as they still are today.7




  The technological and organizational standards of neolithic settlements have been shown to be rather more sophisticated than originally suspected. The earliest neolithic house to be unearthed in

  the Isles so far is located on the crown of a hill to the west of the Largest Lake on the Green Isle. Pottery on the site has been carbon-dated to c. 3795 BC. The house,

  measuring 21 ft 4 in by 19 ft 8 in, had two clay hearths and walls of upright oaken planks. It closely resembles a dwelling type from the central Continental Mainland that is associated with the

  Linear Pottery Culture. In the Cliff Country, a neolithic settlement perched on Windy Hill near one of the great stone circles gave its name to a widespread archaeological culture lasting in

  southern parts till the Bronze Age. It may be compared to a contemporary settlement built on an island in a lake in the west of the Green Isle, which was a similar centre of religious and ritual

  activity. The houses there had wattle-and-daub walls standing on stone foundations.




  Yet the best preserved neolithic settlement is undoubtedly the one found hiding behind the coastal dunes on one of the Penultimate Isles. There, a late neolithic community of cattle-herders and

  shellfish-collectors lived in an isolated world where arable agriculture, metalworking, and warfare were all unknown. Their hamlet of six interconnected houses was served by covered alleyways and

  by a communal sewerage system of slab-lined drains. Each house contained a spacious living room together with one or more side cells as storerooms or privies. In

  the absence of local timber, peat burned in the central hearth; and all the internal furniture – box beds, benches, cooking stands, shelves, and cupboards – was made of local

  flagstones. By the time that the hamlet was buried c. 1500 BC in the sandstorm which was to preserve it intact like a mini-Pompeii, the rest of the Isles had entered the

  Bronze Age.




  The net result of the ‘Neolithic Revolution’ was not just that the population of the Isles multiplied significantly, perhaps to as many as a million scattered through several tens of

  thousands of settlements. More importantly, the Isles made up the backlog of the Ice Ages and caught up with trends on the Continent.




  The consolidation of settlement stimulated both trade in general and the western seaways in particular. The Middle Sea, where sailors could steer by reference to the circle of surrounding

  summits, was criss-crossed by routes linking all the Isles with each other and with the western peninsulas of the Continent. Two of the earliest commodities were semi-finished flintstones and

  ready-made axes. The former were produced in quantity on the Green Isle in the vicinity of the ‘Northern Straits’ and in various locations on the southern coast of the Cliff Country.

  The latter, which were polished and sharpened for export, originated in factories situated among the outcrops of granite and tuff in western Lakeland. The scale of the operations can be seen at an

  excavated neolithic flint mine near the Wash, where eight hundred separate shafts were sunk, or at one single axe factory in Lakeland, where the debris of an estimated seventy-five thousand

  discarded axe-heads has been found.




  With time, the emphasis gradually shifted to the trade in precious metals – copper, gold, tin, and eventually iron. By the end of the third millennium, when the neolithic was giving way to

  the Bronze Age, copper-smiths were well established in the north-western Highland Zone and marine transport was capable of moving seriously heavy freight. The classic illustration of this last

  capacity can be found in the operation c. 1700 BC which moved eighty-two fifty-ton bluestones over a distance of over two hundred miles from the far south-west of ‘the

  Afternoon Country’ to ‘the Great Stone Circle’. The operation illustrates another cardinal feature of the era – the obsession with megaliths.




  The development of the seaways was matched by the development of overland trackways, especially in the southern Cliff Country. Warm wet winds blew in from the

  ocean; dense deciduous woodland overgrew the valleys and the lowlands; and the treeless ridges of the chalk hills stood out as a high-level zone of free movement and large-scale construction. In

  late neolithic times scores of huge earthwork enclosures were built on the upper contours of the southern hills, each surrounded by ditches and each served by springs or dewponds. They also served

  no doubt as refuges for the local population and their chattels in times of alarm, and possibly as fairgrounds or tribal assembly points. They were frequently linked to each other by grassy

  ridge-way tracks. Before long, an extensive network of tracks took shape where the enclosures acted as ‘stations’ on the freeway, and the freeways wound their paths along the lines of

  all the major watersheds of the chalk country. The principal junction was located in the upper reaches of the Dark Water Valley at a point where the largest artificial earthen mound in the Isles

  was erected. A traveller could stride for days along the daisy-strewn ridges without ever having to cross a stream or ford a river. From the northernmost hill station of the system in the Midlands

  one could walk in twenty or thirty easy stages over two hundred miles to the Noonday Riviera. A similar journey would take one from the main western terminus on the Riviera, or from the far eastern

  terminus near the Sunrise Coast, all the way to the Eight Sisters and the Southern Straits. It would be nice to think that some of the port stations on the Riviera offered a regular link via the

  Great Crossing to partner ports on the Mainland and to a parallel network of Continental throughways.8




  Much speculation has been expended on the origins of the figures cut into the chalk beside many of the ancient trackways. Some of them, such as the famous White Horse in the upper Dark River

  Valley, have been confirmed as prehistoric. Others, like the nearby White Giant replete with club and phallus, are less certain. Most are relatively modern.




  The megaliths or ‘Great Stones’ are the most impressive physical manifestation of a neolithic culture, or civilization, which flourished in all the western regions of the Peninsula.

  They were once thought to have had precedents in the cyclopean temples of Gozo in Malta and in the pyramids of Egypt, both of which associated religious concepts and practices with building on a

  colossal scale. But their particular origins are now judged to lie in the spiritual tensions arising from the confrontation between mesolithic and neolithic

  peoples. They all apparently share some form of religious or ritual function together with some type of solar, lunar, or stellar alignment. Despite the mysteries and speculations which surround

  them, they clearly show that the world-view of their constructors bound the fate of mankind to the changing face of the skies and the seasons. They can be found at all points near the western

  seaways from the most northerly of the Midnight Isles to the most southerly shores of the Mainland and the Gates of the Ocean. The megalith builders threw themselves into their colossal labours in

  the fourth millennium at a time when metalworking was already affecting the cultures of the central Mainland and when the Aegean had entered the Bronze Age.




  Megaliths are usually classified in one of four types – chambered tombs and passage-graves, cromlechs, alignments and menhirs, and dolmens. Each of them had a distinct function. It is very

  common, however, for particular locations to display examples of more than one type of megalith as they pass through successive phases of development.




  In many ways, the chambered tombs resembled the earthen long-barrows which had provided the standard form of collective burial in the preceding age and which in some areas continued in use. The

  megalithic fashion was to construct a long passageway lined and roofed with enormous stone slabs and leading to a central inhumation chamber. When complete, the whole structure was covered by a

  long rounded cairn of boulders. Some of the finest extant examples, which were built in the Valley of Kings on the Green Isle in the late fourth millennium, measured nearly 330ft. They would have

  demanded tens of thousands of man-hours of hard physical labour to build.




  Like the longbarrows, the chambered tombs were not laid down in haphazard fashion. In each region of the Isles, they all faced particular directions. In the far west of the Green Isle most faced

  the sunset. In the far north-east of the Misty Country most faced the sunrise. Though regional traditions varied, all megalith builders clearly saw a conjunction between the sky and the dead In

  some of the larger tombs, more sophisticated refinements can be observed. Over the lintel of the entrance of the most spectacular example, an aperture was carved in the shape of a giant letter box.

  Experiments have shown that for a few days on either side of the winter solstice, the rays of the rising sun would have gleamed through this opening, and briefly

  illuminated the resting place of the dead




  For reasons that remain obscure, stones laid out in circular patterns came into fashion around the turn of the fourth and the third millennia. The result was a long series of stone circles,

  rings, and ‘henges’. In the earlier phases, the circles probably served some simple ritual purpose, such as the laying out and blessing of the dead In later phases, both the structures

  and their uses became far more complex. ‘The Great Circle’, for instance, which for more than fifty centuries has been the prime wonder of the Isles, passed through four distinct

  stages. In the initial stage, c. 3200 BC, it consisted of a simple earthen ring surrounding a solitary wooden centrepost. In the following millennium it was completely

  renovated with the construction of a double circle of the imported bluestones and of an earthen avenue set in the direction of the nearest river. There is clear evidence of a solar alignment, since

  the midsummer sun rises directly over the heelstone at an azimuth of 51°. Only two centuries after that, the still unfinished bluestone circles were removed, and were replaced by a ring of

  sarsen stones surrounding a horseshoe of trilithons. Finally, c. 1600 BC, the bluestones returned from disfavour, and were re-erected. No other megalithic monument in the

  Peninsula can match the grandeur of the Great Circle. The total number of lesser circles built in all parts of the Midnight Isles runs into thousands. One is easily misled, however, by the chance

  nature of what survives and what has disappeared. Recent excavations beneath Windy Hill, for example, show that the Great Circle formed only one section of a much larger complex, the largest part

  of which was built from timber. The existence of the adjacent timber circle, once 765 yards in circumference and 10 yards high, was not suspected until 1989. 9




  An alignment is defined as ‘three or more stones deliberately placed in a straight line’. Some of the alignments, like that at ‘the Farm by the Cairn’ sited on a

  promontory of the far north-west coast, do take the minimum form, whilst others like the ‘Great Circle of the North’ on the Outer Isles, or the ‘Multiple Rows’ laid out near

  the remote North Cape, are as puzzling as they are complicated. No less than seventy stone rows were laid out on the ‘Lower Moor’ site alone. The supposition here has to be that the

  alignments are in some way connected to the movements of the moon as well as to those of the sun. For if solar movements are regular and relatively simple, the lunar cycles of 18.61 years require observations of great precision and duration. The correspondence of many alignments with the solar and lunar extremes can hardly be a coincidence.




  Speculation, of course, is essential to the game, and should not in itself be derided, even when its results must be received with caution. One prehistorian, for instance, has suggested that the

  megalithic year was divided into sixteen equal periods, each marked by a particular astronomical event. The regular occurrence of midsummer, midwinter, and the two equinoxes is a well-proven fact;

  and it is not so terribly fanciful to see them as the possible basis of a calendar or calendars, which launched seasonal festivals surviving into historic times. The existence of a prehistoric

  ‘Sixteen-Month Calendar’ is something which has to be left hovering somewhere between the possible and the probable.10




  Similar speculation surrounds the significance of the single standing stones, the menhirs, and of the trilithic dolmens. It may be that they were no more than straightforward markers denoting

  boundaries, routes, or burials. On the other hand, they may be part of far more extensive alignment systems. The most risky speculations maintain that every single standing stone is linked to sun,

  moon, or stars and that they form the links in countrywide alignments. One extreme theory suggests that all the standing stones in the Isles were triangulation points in a system established by

  Continental surveyors who linked the insular system with the Continental one through lines joining the insular Land’s End with the Continental Land’s End.11




  Not too long ago, a heated controversy erupted over a theory maintaining that all mounds, beacons, and standing stones were markers on a coordinated network of dead-straight lines. Some of the

  enthusiasts for these ‘ley lines’ have even implied that they form a kind of National Grid round which mystic forces circulate. Their fantasies exceed proof or disproof. Yet a network

  of marker posts and signal stations specially erected to assist early travellers does not lie completely beyond the realm of possibility. 12




  Knowing that the general trend in prehistory moved from the harsh conditions and primitive technology of the Stone Age to the far friendlier environment and more advanced technology of the Iron

  Age, it would be tempting to imagine that improvements followed each other in regular and smooth succession. In reality, ‘three steps forward and two steps

  back’ would be a gross oversimplification of far more complex patterns. For example, a general ‘standstill’ occurred in the middle of the third millennium, c. 2500 BC. Archaeologists’ reports from some regions sound more like a setback. Explanations differ. But the megalith builders slowed down. Tombs were blocked up and camps abandoned. On

  the south-western moorlands, fields dating from the Bronze Age that had been cross-ploughed for generations with the neolithic ard, or ‘crook plough’, reverted to waste. Elsewhere,

  woodland returned to the valleys cleared earlier. Contacts with the Mainland never ceased. But there were marked variations in their variety and intensity. What is more, social conditions changed,

  not necessarily for the better. As revealed by the content of grave goods, social structures grew more differentiated. Local groupings spawned wealthy and powerful elites. Chiefdoms were

  established. Local fighting, and with time large-scale tribal warfare, became endemic.




  Into this changing and uncertain world stepped the Beaker Folk – at least that is how prehistorians used to put it. The Beaker Folk were the manufacturers and users of a highly

  characteristic brand of fine, red-coloured, cord-decorated and bell-shaped pottery which reached the Isles at the start of the second millennium. Various types of corded wares – that is,

  pottery whose decorations had been fashioned through impressions of twisted cords onto the wet clay – were widely used on the Mainland in the early Bronze Age; and they were often associated

  with other ‘ideological’ changes, such as the replacement of large collective tombs with small round barrows and individual graves. Yet the bell-beakers are outstanding in quality. And

  they are located in such a way that prehistorians long thought of the people associated with them as a distinct ethnic group that migrated to the Isles from their original homes on the southern

  shores of the Sunrise Sea. Once again, however, the invasion theory does not seem to work. The Beaker Folk are now viewed as the product of an advanced material culture, which was able to spread

  without any major movements of people. They certainly underline the fact that the islanders cannot be viewed as a race apart from the Continentals. They were a martial people. They were archers,

  using flint-tipped arrows; and in the eastern districts at least their warriors still carried the polished stone battleaxes which had made such a career on the Mainland in the preceding period. They also admired ornaments. Their clothes were festooned with polished buttons, and round their necks hung double strings of jet beads or even torcs of

  gold.13




  With the ‘standstill’ behind them, the islanders of the second millennium BC reasserted themselves with new vigour. Many of the existing megaliths were

  renovated or remodelled. In the southern Cliff Country huge new mounds and circles were raised. On the Sacred Island direct copies of older passage-graves from the Green Isle were made. Most

  importantly, metalworking began – first in copper, then in bronze and gold, and from c. 1500 BC in tin. Metallurgy in its turn revived Continental trade. Imports of

  Baltic amber, even of objects deriving from the Aegean, reveal the expanding range of commerce. As the millennium closed, contacts with the Low Countries were particularly strong. The

  islands’ earliest example of a sea-going ship, which sank c. 1100 BC, has been found off the coast in the Southern Straits.




  The Bronze Age, therefore, which lasted in the Isles from c. 1800 to 600 BC, had more to recommend it than bronze. At first it was the age of renewed megalith-building

  and also of the Beaker Folk and their exquisite pottery. Later it was the scene of distinctive new cultures which archaeologists once associated unambiguously with conquering Continental colonists

  but whose conquests may have been somewhat less sanguinary than was once supposed. Two such groups became specially prominent – the ‘Flanged-axe Warriors’ and the ‘Urnfield

  People’.




  The Bronze Age ‘Flanged-axe Warriors’ are better known to archaeologists by the modern name of the region of the southern Cliff Country where their settlements were first

  identified.14 But it seems wrong to give them an insular label when it is abundantly clear not just that their elite elements came from the

  Mainland c. 1700 BC but also that they brought their Continental lifestyle with them. Their chief advantage lay in an arsenal of much-improved weaponry which included

  efficient bronze axes with side flanges, long offensive rapier-like daggers, and stone maces. There is little doubt that their equipment, and their Continental experience, would have enabled them

  to subdue the local population rapidly. However, it is not necessary to imagine their arrival as a pre-run of the Norman Conquest. It is more likely that small groups of raiders established an

  efficient overlordship, and perpetuated their kind by taking the local women as wives. It is also possible that local leaders simply imitated the weapons and the

  techniques that they had observed on the other side of the Sleeve. In these ways, the political and cultural scene could change abruptly, whilst the basic population and the gene pool changed only

  slightly. Cultural innovations included new burial customs based on bell-barrows, cremations, and elaborate grave goods for use in the afterlife. One such burial in a valley of the chalk hills in

  the vicinity of the Great Circle presents a fully caparisoned warrior in all his glory. ‘He possessed an axe and two massive daggers, one of which had a hilt sparkling with a gold inlay and

  was hooked to his belt from a finely chased gold plate. Two other gold plates enriched his dress, and as a badge of rank he carried a curious sceptre with a stone head and elaborately cut bone

  mounts. Such sceptres suggest a truly princely pomp.’15




  Three centuries after the Flanged-axe Warriors, the Urnfield People made their appearance. They have been named from the large incinerators which were made for funerary use. But their most

  striking characteristic lay in a particular combination of pastoral and arable economy which enabled them to reclaim large stretches of poorer land in a steady, peaceful manner. As a result, having

  taken over the areas previously dominated by the Beaker Folk, the Urnfield People moved into the uplands, pressed on into the empty spaces of the Misty Country, and crossed over in force to the

  Green Isle. Two new crops assisted their success. The first was barley, which thrived in the bleaker northern lands. The second was flax, which was spun into fine linen to accompany the warm

  clothes made from wool and sheepskins. The Urnfielders were master artisans perfecting the flint, copper, gold, and bronze of previous times. When they died, their cremated ashes were placed in the

  traditional urn, and buried in a deep pit. Where megalithic tombs or stone circles still stood in the vicinity, the urn pits would share the sacred ground of the older monuments. Where this was not

  possible, they huddled together in dedicated cemeteries. One such site lies on the wild western slopes of the Peaks. Beneath the ground, a central pit lined with stout oaken posts contained the

  urns of two obviously illustrious people. Above ground, a causeway led across an open ditch to the stone entrance, and a ring of high posts linked the palisade which surrounded the whole. It was

  not just a tomb; it was a monument.16




  The final phase of the Bronze Age, which followed the turn of the first millennium, witnessed new variants on the preceding themes. Several smaller cultures

  emerged, which may or may not have been backed by migrant colonizers. Agricultural techniques improved. ‘The hoe gave way to the plough, and the woman to the ox.’ Hardier strains of

  wheat were grown. Great attention was paid to the delineation of fields, whose boundaries in the southern chalklands were permanently marked with deep white furrows. Textile techniques also

  advanced. Upright looms held the warp threads taut with cylindrical clay weights, whilst spindles sprouted side whorls to increase the speed and balance of the spin. Religious fervour may have

  declined. Urnfield cremations were still practised. But the time had passed when the aura of the megaliths inspired elaborate ritual and ceremony.




  Three late Bronze Age sites illustrate the variety of settlement, and of human fortune, at that time. The first of them, on an inland plain towards the eastern end of the Noonday Riviera, was a

  solid farmstead It was presumably established by a family of Continental migrants, since it bore little likeness to other Urnfield settlements in the same neighbourhood. A cluster of round thatched

  huts was surrounded by earthen banks and linked by well-worn tracks to the cattle compounds beyond. Four or five small squarish cornfields completed the ensemble. The community used pottery with

  handles and with incised decorations, much as was used at that time on the opposite shore of the Sleeve.17




  Three hundred miles to the north, another site of the same vintage was situated beside a stream flowing from the desolate eastern foothills of the central Peaks. It poses a puzzle in that the

  poverty of its location in a wild dank cave does not match the wealth of its contents. Whoever its inhabitants were, they possessed an astonishing array of equipment. Their weapons included

  socketed bronze axes, spears, and swords: their tools, an elegant shouldered bucket or situla and a mould and tongs for bronze founding: their ornaments, a golden armlet and ring. Nor were

  they short of food. In a short spell of residence, they managed to eat huge amounts of beef, mutton, and game, and to smash a great pile of crockery. There are evident traces of wheeled vehicles,

  possibly chariots. The supposition has to be that here was the temporary halt of a man of rank, perhaps a defeated chieftain followed into exile by his faithful retinue. Their end came suddenly,

  perhaps from a spat in the ravine. The cave was abandoned with all its treasure in the company of three corpses.18




  Three hundred miles further north still, a hamlet of ranchers huddled behind the dunes near the longest promontory of the Furthest Isles. They herded shorthorn cattle and two breeds of sheep,

  whilst cultivating a few small fields, fishing, fowling, and hunting seals. They lived in sturdy stone-built houses designed to a unique plan, where an open hearth burned in a central courtyard

  from which four or five side-chambers and a cattle stall were set into the surrounding wall. For many generations, they fashioned their implements from local materials – slate, quartz, and

  whalebone. But the day came when a bronze-smith arrived and set up his workshop in one of the courtyards. The Bronze Age had reached the Furthest Isles at the very time that the Iron Age was

  reaching the southern shores of the Cliff Country.19




  The abandonment of the megaliths may indicate a shift in religious belief in this period. A site on the edge of the Eastern Wetlands hints at what the shift may have involved. Four million

  timber piles were driven into the flooded marsh to support an avenue leading to an artificial ‘holy island’. Votive offerings of broken swords, jewellery, and sacrificial victims, both

  animal and human, were cast into the lake. If the sacred of the neolithic had been largely perceived in the skies, the sacred of the late Bronze Age was increasingly associated with the gods of

  river, lake, and forest. Natural springs attracted votive offerings right up to Christian times.




  The Iron Age may well have begun on the Isles with the importation of Continental artefacts, especially swords and daggers, rather than with indigenous manufacture. At least a thousand years

  separates the very earliest instances of iron-smelting in foreign areas, with which the islanders could have maintained some form of contact, and the establishment on the Isles of societies

  dependent on iron-based technology. Yet the Isles possessed plentiful sources of iron. It was only a matter of time before the benefits of ferrology were generally adopted. Iron ore was plentiful;

  copper and tin were scarce. Even so, the transition from Bronze to Iron lasted many centuries. At first the bronze-smiths copied the designs of imported iron tools and weapons without changing the

  metal in their crucibles. Later they would retain bronze for certain items whilst increasingly turning to iron for swords and sickles. 




  Finally, they abandoned bronze altogether, and became full-time ferrophiles.




  A moment from the long transitional phase has been preserved in a hoard of loot dumped on the bed of a lake in the hills of the southern Afternoon Country. According to a distinguished

  archaeological team, a raiding party of hillsmen must have looted a farmstead on the nearby plain belonging to a warrior with Continental connections. They escaped with a fine haul, but were then

  forced by the hot pursuit to offload it. They never recovered it from the lake, perhaps because their pursuers caught up and killed them.20

  According to another distinguished archaeologist, this interpretation is – well, a different sort of offload The deposit in the lake is more probably a votive offering. Nonetheless, whichever

  interpretation one follows, the important fact is that the items in the hoard are a mixture of bronze and iron. Traditional bronze spears and axes and a bronze razor lay alongside a crude iron

  sickle fashioned in a bronze-style shape, and a great iron sword in a fine winged scabbard.




  Iron, however, was not the only innovation of the Iron Age. Horse-power was equally important. The presence of horses on the Isles, initially for riding, is well attested from 1000 BC at the latest. In the following centuries they were increasingly used as draught animals to pull wheeled wagons, and for military purposes as chariot-teams or cavalry mounts.




  The advance of military techniques clearly raised the threshold of fear and insecurity. As a result, one of the prominent features of the Iron Age lay in the rapid multiplication of hill forts.

  These were not the same as the crude enclosures of the neolithic period. They were usually significantly smaller, but much more thoroughly protected with steep approaches, deep V-shaped ditches,

  elevated stone-faced multiple ramparts, high wooden palisades, and fortified gateways.21 Indeed, at several of the best-known sites, an Iron

  Age fort could huddle in a corner of an ancient enclosure, just as later Roman camps might be located alongside, within, or atop an older hill fort. Over three thousand hill forts and ‘cliff

  castles’ were built in the early centuries of the first millennium, especially in the south and western Cliff Country and in the Afternoon Country. Such, indeed, was their proliferation that

  they had clearly become an essential part of the social and military system of local areas. A detailed study of an area immediately to the south of the upper reaches of the Dark River reveals a

  dense network of hill forts each averaging 12 acres in size and each controlling a territory of some 120–150 square miles. 22




  Hill forts, of course, came in many shapes and sizes. In the northeast corner of the Afternoon Country, so-called ‘vitrified forts’ can be found, where the stone-faced ramparts were

  fused by heat into a solid mass with the underlying rock. In the ‘Headlands’ so-called ‘ring-forts’ of circular shape were the fashion from the third century onwards. So,

  too, were the ‘cliff-castles’, which exploited the natural coastal defences and which closely resembled counterparts on the other side of the Sleeve. One such surviving example

  protected a hamlet of eight or nine courtyard houses lined up along a cobbled street. The inhabitants were tin-miners, who extracted the precious metal from long subterranean galleries underneath

  the fort.23 By the time the Romans came, several of the larger forts supported communities large enough for the Romans to call them

  oppida – ‘towns’.




  The presence of tin in the Headlands had many consequences. It revived the western seaways after a long period of slow progress. It revitalized the intercourse of the Isles with the Mainland to

  the point where the Continental tribe of the Venetii built a powerful fleet to protect their sea trade. Trade grew to the point where barter was no longer sufficient. According to some authorities,

  the first insular currency, used far and wide beyond its original sphere in the tin trade, was wrought from standardized iron bars. Most portentously the tin trade attracted merchants from the

  distant Mediterranean.




  These Mediterranean adventurers brought the Isles into the realm of literate and recorded history. One of them, Pytheas of Marseilles, made the perilous voyage in 325 BC,

  and wrote an account of it where he calls his destination ‘the Tin Islands’. He relates how the natives brought the tin in carts to a small coastal island, where they met the foreign

  traders. His full text has not survived, but key extracts are known from later authors. One further consequence is certain. The Greeks, who ran the southern stage of the trade, were familiar

  with coinage. Before long, the chieftains of the Isles would be minting coins of their own.




  In districts where natural defences did not exist, well-defended settlements were constructed in the middle of lakes or swamps. Lake villages had been invented in the central Mainland in the

  mid-first millennium. They appeared in the Isles two or three centuries later. The technique was to build a huge raft of logs, float it away from dry land, fix it

  to the lake-bed with stakes, cover it with a floor of stones mixed with brushwood and clay, and then use the man-made pontoon as the base for a complete, palisaded village. Archaeologists have

  discovered several such pontoons. But the best known example lies in the Western Wetlands (not far from the Canyon Cave). Dating from the second century BC, it was still

  functioning in the early Roman period. Its palisade enclosed an area of some 12,000 square yards (2.5 acres) within which sixty spacious round huts were linked by cobbled alleyways. A fortified

  causeway, wide enough for carts, led to cornfields and pastures on the higher ground. A landing-stage offered mooring for the boats and dugouts of fowlers and fishermen. Craftsmanship reached

  particularly high standards. Blacksmiths forged sickles which could pass muster in any later age. Bronze-smiths concentrated on fine domestic vessels, like bowls and cauldrons. The carpenters had

  mastered both the construction of heavy work platforms and the delicate lathe-turning of rounded ladles, handles, and spoons. The weavers used an improved loom with bone bobbins. The millers ground

  flour from a hand-operated rotary quern.24




  Iron Age artefacts were often as beautiful as they were utilitarian. A school of decorative art flourished that had no parallel in earlier ages. It may well be that a measure of inspiration was

  drawn from the fine Greek and Roman goods which were now finding their way into all the ‘barbarian lands’. But just as Scythian and Sarmatian jewellers and craftsmen on the Pontic

  steppes took classical models and transformed them into something wonderfully brilliant and original,25 so Iron Age artists at the western

  extremities of the Peninsula achieved a similarly unique aesthetic fusion of their own. ‘The orderly human spirit of classical taste fled before the free, flamboyant, visionary spirit which

  now inspired barbarian genius to yield at last one of the most masterly abstract arts which Europe has known’. 26 A drinking cup was

  not just a container to aid consumption of the newly fashionable and much-appreciated Mediterranean import – wine; it was a slender, ele gant, shining object to admire. A sword or a shield

  was no longer a mere weapon; it provided the occasion for exquisite mouldings, inlays, and edgings in patterns of striking beauty. A horse-harness was not simply a device for controlling the beast;

  the bits, rings, and dainty snaffles, and even more the elaborate head armour, were a source of pride, and a sign of status, of the horse’s owner.




  The old debate of conquest or acculturation reappears in Iron Age ,  studies in its acutest form. At least two major tribes of Continental migrants have been

  identified for certain in the Cliff Country and several more in the Green Isle. But two from thirty or forty such tribes does not add up to a decisive element (see Chapter Two).




  Coastal salt pans added one last innovative feature of the Iron Age landscape. The greatly increased demand for salt probably arose from the new, inestimable capacity to lay down surplus meat as

  salt beef and salt pork, and hence to allay the immemorial terror of winter starvation. Henceforth, salt became a staple necessity, and the salt trade a major, Continent-wide business. Prehistoric

  man was edging away from the age-old concerns of life on the very brink of daily subsistence.




  Viewed as a whole, the Prehistoric Age in the Midnight Isles displays immense variations in time and space. Historians must necessarily generalize. But in so doing they

  inevitably select, rationalize, and oversimplify. One standard oversimplification already mentioned is chronological: the tendency to reduce the complex rhythms of change and reaction to fit

  periods and sub-periods of perceived progress. Another one is geographical. The Isles have never displayed uniformity. Important regional variations were always present: but they cannot be

  described through the conventional pattern of core and periphery. It is perfectly true, of course, that the south-eastern lowlands of the Cliff Country enjoyed important advantages that carried

  increasing weight as the density of settlement intensified. They were sheltered from the worst ocean storms, and possessed an attractive variety of light soils and pasture, a wide-ranging network

  of river valleys and dry trackways, and the readiest access to the Mainland. Yet it is not true to describe these advantages as either determinant or decisive. There were times and spheres where

  the Green Isle marched ahead of developments in the Cliff Country. And it was only in the terminal Iron Age that the inland areas of the Cliff Country could match the achievements of the older

  coastal settlements.




  Constant discernment is required. There can be little doubt, for instance, that the remote northern and western uplands of the Great Isle were less developed than most parts of the Green Isle.

  The northern Highlands of the Misty Country were settled late and sparsely. The Outer Isles lay at the very terminus of the long-distance seaways and on the wrong

  side of the turbulent Northern Strait. Only the long northerly coastlands of the Sunrise Sea, which stretched in the lee of the Highlands as far as the Penultimate and the Furthest Isles, offered a

  comparable habitat to those further south.27




  The mountainous parts of the Afternoon Country no doubt experienced similar challenges. Archaeologists once assumed that it was the last stop on a civilizational line running east–west

  from the Southern Strait to the Middle Sea: in other words, that it was inevitably the most backward of all regions. In reality, the land link with the southern Cliff Country was probably less

  vital than the sea link with the Green Isle. The coastal settlements on all sides of the Middle Sea formed a natural cultural and commercial community which was not in the least isolated. A famous

  copper mine on a promontory opened c. 1700 BC must have attracted numerous Bronze Age merchants and prospectors from near and far.28




  The Green Isle, like the Misty Country, was slow to throw off its post-glacial lethargy. The first mesolithic settlers were few and far between. A well-examined site close to the most northerly

  coast was inhabited for about five centuries on either side of 7000 BC This means that those first settlers may possibly have walked across the land bridge before it was

  severed.29 In later ages, however, the Green Isle was in no sense retarded. On the contrary, it was doubly linked to the outside world, both

  by the short sea routes to the Great Isle and by the longer but well-tried route to Iberia. In the neolithic age its farmsteads were as sturdy, and its megaliths and their decorations as numerous

  and impressive, as anything elsewhere. In the age of metallurgy, its mineral wealth gave it exceptional prominence in metal manufacture, in the metal trade, and in metal-based art. Estimates which

  compare the total quantity of ore mined with the total number of artefacts manufactured suggest that less than 1 per cent of prehistoric metal implements have survived to the present day. Even so,

  the Green Isle excelled in certain categories. The abundance of copper led to specialization in the heaviest, and most expensive, type of bronze axes and of high-quality bronze cauldrons. The

  presence of gold inspired the production of magnificent hammered sun-discs and crescent-shaped lanulae or gorgets which found their way very far abroad. One great hoard of 146 gold objects from the

  west coast contains a collection of gold collars, bracelets, and dress-fasteners of such massiveness that they may only have been worn on ceremonial occasions. But it also illustrates the unusual

  quantity of disposable wealth of the Green Isle’s Bronze Age society.30 In the Iron Age, all the

  usual developments are found, from horse-drawn transport to dazzling decorative art. But the total number of hill forts, not exceeding fifty, was much smaller than in the Cliff Country, and lake

  villages were unknown.31




  Several features of the most prominent sites point to the very special nature of the Green Isle’s legacy. One such feature lies in its unusual continuity. Whereas many of the enclosures or

  fortresses of neolithic origin in the Cliff Country were reoccupied and reabandoned in different periods of their history, several sites on the Green Isle reveal continuous utilization from the

  Stone or Bronze Age right down to the dawn of Christian times. Such sites evidently combined a place of sacred ritual with the seat of princely power. A huge circular shrine in the north was built

  c. 100 BC on top of nine occupation levels stretching back to the Bronze Age. Forty-seven yards in diameter, it was supported by rings of timber posts and roofed with six or

  seven overlapping sheaths of thatch. From the single entrance, a long earthen ramp led down to the bottom of a pit at whose centre a massive pole was erected – presumably as some sort of

  totem. For reasons that are obscure but not unique the whole structure was deliberately burned to the ground shortly after its completion, and covered with a cairn of stones. The ruins contained

  the bones of a Barbary ape, which can only have come from North Africa and whose existence, probably as a gift, implies the high status of its owner.32




  The so-called ‘Fort of Kings’, on the banks of the Royal River, contains a complex of remains of still greater antiquity. At one side stands ‘the Mound of Hostages’, a

  megalithic passage-grave dated to c. 2000 BC. Next to the Mound is a rectangular space which was once wrongly dubbed ‘the Banqueting Hall’ but is now thought to

  mark the gateway where many ancient tracks from all over the island converged. On the other side, one finds two adjacent double-ditched ringforts. In the middle of the larger one ‘The Stone

  of Destiny’ still stands, a manifestly phallic object of ritual importance. ‘The Fort of Kings’ is one of three or four such ‘royal places’ on the Green Isle. Its real

  importance lies in the fact that it continued to be used as the seat of the island’s High Kings until c. AD 900. It stands ‘in the dim shadows where mythology

  and history converge’.33




  At which point, a word must be said about the nature and limitations of archaeology. Archaeology is a wonderful discipline, to which we owe the bulk of our

  knowledge about the world before historical and literary records. Its methods grow ever more ingenious, its analyses ever more sophisticated. It makes use of a wide range of auxiliary sciences,

  from epigraphy to numismatics, and it has co-opted a dazzling array of high-tech procedures, including carbon dating, aerial photography, and DNA testing. Yet archaeology will never fully overcome

  its fundamental reliance on material evidence, and its inevitable focus on material culture. What is more, it has naturally attracted a scientific body among which scholars with a materialist

  philosophy, including Marxists and Marxisants, hold prominent positions. In consequence, it tells us much about past technologies, economies, societies, and even collective cultural

  practices. But its views on the higher realms of human life, like religion, are limited by the material nature of its evidence. It has little to say about individual human beings – their

  faces, their personalities, their quirks, their feelings, their ideas, their aspirations.




  From this situation, one of the few sources of salvation can be found in mythology; and here again it is the Green Isle which comes to the rescue. Unlike the Cliff Country, which later

  experienced three or four major subjugations that effectively cut its inhabitants off from knowledge of their prehistoric roots, the Green Isle saw only one significant civilizational shift –

  the coming of Christianity – between prehistoric and mid-medieval times. The folklore and mythology of ‘the Green Isle’ are much more in touch with local prehistoric events than

  are their counterparts in the neighbouring isle.




  Generally speaking, historians keep their distance from mythology. They demand reliable sources, and much prefer digs and documents to oral traditions. As a result, they are capable of writing

  books on prehistory which lack any sense of the human condition. They may be missing a trick. For if mythology is unreliable in the standard informational sense, it certainly isn’t

  irrelevant. It shelters some of the few tenuous chains of information which link the historical with the prehistoric past.




  No one needs to be reminded too strongly about the dangers of trying to relate myth to history. Nor can one fail to take account of Romantic nationalist inventions and of the verbose mumbo-jumbo

  of New Age and neo-pagan commentaries. Even so, the fact remains that among the froth, the forgeries, and the flights of pure imagination, the myths and legends are inhabited by the fleeting echoes

  of the prehistoric past. By the time that ‘the Green Isle’ became literate its residents were Celtic-speaking Christians. But they were well aware that

  they had a pre-Christian, and a pre-Celtic, past.




  One of the very first works of literature from the Green Isle, the ‘Book of Invasions’, sets out to record the sequence of peoples who made up the island’s pedigree. Written by

  medieval monks who had been taught that the world was created only four or five thousand years before their own time, it contains the story of Cessair, Ladra, Bith, and Fintan – in effect,

  the Green Islanders’ Foundation Myth. One may make of it what one will. One is wasting one’s time to relate it to any modern system of chronology. Through all the layers of poetic

  licence, of charlatanry, of misattribution, and of confused memory, however, there run the delicate gossamer threads which convey a strange but intriguing strand of truth.




  The first expedition to the Green Isle was reportedly organized by the goddess Cessair. Before setting out, she told her followers, ‘Take an idol . . . and worship it.’ And the idol

  said, ‘Make a voyage, embark upon the sea.’ So Cessair gathered her company together – her father Bith (Cosmos), her brother Ladra (the Aged One), the helmsman Fin-tan the White,

  son of the Ocean, and fifty maidens, one from every nation on earth. And they took ship and set sail. After many adventures, they landed on the southern shore of the Isle, at the confluence of

  ‘The Three Sisters’, that is of the three rivers, whose sources lie in the mountains that gave birth to the island-goddess Eriu.




  Cessair was drowned by a Great Flood which carried her companions far and wide. Bith was carried to the far north, taking seventeen maidens with him. He died on the mountain named after him,

  where the maidens buried him under a great cairn on the mountaintop. Ladra was carried up the eastern coast, taking sixteen maidens with him. ‘He died of excess of women’ (or, as a

  mischievous monk added in the margin of the earliest text, ‘it is the shaft of the oar that penetrated his buttock’). At all events, he was buried on the shore under a great mound that

  stands there to this day. Ladra was ‘the first dead man who went under the soil of Erin’.34




  As for Fintan, he survived because he had the power to turn himself into fish, falcon, or eagle. During the Flood, he chose the form of a leaping salmon, but lost an eye to a marauding hawk

  which pounced as he leapt from the water. After that, he made his way to the very centre of the Isle, to the place where the great stone circle would be built on

  the Hill of Uisnech. There he planted the berry which grew into the sacred Ash, the central tree of all the Isle. It was Fintan, too, who later designated the island’s five provinces.

  Standing on the Stone of Divisions on the Hill of Uisnech, he was asked, ‘How has our island been divided?’ He replied: ‘By Knowledge in the West, Battle in the North, Prosperity

  in the East, Music in the South, Royalty at the Centre.’ Most importantly, Fintan could commune with the birds and the beasts. On one occasion he conversed at length with the Hawk of Achill,

  the bird that had plucked out his eye, and related his whole life story:




  

    

      My life before the black flood


      Was fifteen years of years.


      After the Flood God gave me


      Five thousand five hundred years.35


    


  




  Known to later generations as Fintan mac Bochra, the sole survivor of the Green Isle’s first immigrant ship lived on in legend until the coming of Christianity. Summoned

  then by the High King, he was the oldest man on the Isle, and could recount the whole of its history:




  

    

      . . .


      I was [already] in Erin


      When Erin was a wilderness


      until Agnoman’s son came,


      Nemed, pleasant in his ways.


      . . .


      The Fir Bolg and Fir Galion


      came; it was long [thereafter].


      The Fir Domnann came;


      they settled in Irrus in the West.




      

        Then came the Tuatha Dé


        in clouds of dark mist,


        and I lived among them


        though it was a long life.


        . . .


        After that came the sons of Mil


        out of Spain to the south,


        and I lived among them


        though mighty was their combat.


      




      

        



        I had attained to long life,


        I will not hide it,


        when the Faith came to me


        from the King of the cloudy heaven.


      




      

        I am white Fintan


        Bochra’s son, I will not hide it.


        Ever since the Deluge here


        I am a high and noble sage.


      


    


  




  By using similar sources, scholars attempt to retrieve a world of prehistoric culture which sceptics have always thought beyond recall. In contrast, some mythologists are

  convinced that in the myths and legends of the Green Isle there are fragments not just about the prehistoric past but from the prehistoric past. ‘The Song of Amheirgin’,

  for example, was supposedly composed by the chief bard of the Milesians, who Fintan mac Bochra said came from Iberia. It was passed down by word of mouth for countless generations until finally

  written down in medieval times. Reconstructed by a modern English poet, its origins are said to begin in 1268 BC.


  





  

    

      	

        I am a stag:


      



      	

        of seven tines,


      

    




    

      	

        I am a flood:


      



      	

        across a plain,


      

    




    

      	

        I am a wind:


      



      	

        on a deep lake,


      

    




    

      	

        I am a tear:


      



      	

        the Sun lets fall,


      

    




    

      	

        I am a hawk:


      



      	

        above the cliff,


      

    




    

      	

        I am a thorn:


      



      	

        beneath the nail,


      

    




    

      	

        I am a wonder:


      



      	

        among the flowers


      

    




    

      	

        I am a wizard:


      



      	

        who but I


        sets the cool head aflame


        with smoke?


      

    




    

      	

        


        I am a spear:


      



      	

        


        that rears for blood


      

    




    

      	

        I am a salmon:


      



      	

        in a pool,


      

    




    

      	

        I am a lure:


      



      	

        from paradise,


      

    




    

      	

        I am a hill:


      



      	

        where poets walk,


      

    




    

      	

        I am a boar:


      



      	

        ruthless and red,


      

    




    

      	

        I am a breaker:


      



      	

        threatening doom,


      

    




    

      	

        I am a tide:


      



      	

        that drags to death


      

    




    

      	

        I am an infant:


      



      	

        who but I


        peeps from the unhewn


        dolmen arch?


      

    




    

      	

        


        I am the womb:


      



      	

        


        of every holt


      

    




    

      	

        I am the blaze:


      



      	

        on every hill


      

    




    

      	

        I am the queen:


      



      	

        of every hive


      

    




    

      	

        I am the shield:


      



      	

        for every head


      

    




    

      	

        I am the grave:


      



      	

        of every hope.36


      

    


  




  

     

  




  MOST EUROPEAN NATIONS are aware that their present territory was once ruled by foreign powers, dominated by different cultures

  or inhabited by alien peoples. If pressed, the French know full well that France only started its career after the arrival of the Franks, the Italians that the ancient Latins occupied only a small

  part of their peninsula whilst the rest was occupied by Celts, Etruscans, or Greeks. The Spaniards cannot overlook the fact that Spain only came into being after eight hundred years of Moorish,

  Muslim rule. The Magyars know that their forefathers crossed the Carpathians in AD 895 to settle in ‘Hungaria’, the former land of the Huns. Wherever one looks

  on the map of Europe, except perhaps in Iceland, one sees layer upon layer of settlement, statehood, and occupation.




  On the other hand, present-day nations and regimes have a strong inclination to believe that they and their forebears have ‘possessed’ their present territory since time immemorial.

  Belief in the unbreakable bond between ‘Blood and Soil’ was one of the most powerful psychological motors of nineteenth-century nationalism. Europeans were thoroughly indoctrinated with

  the notion that every inch of ground within their national frontiers was eternally ‘theirs’ and hence inherently ‘French’ or ‘German’ or ‘Polish’ or

  whatever. Popular gurus of prehistory attracted their audiences by evoking ‘the ancestral heritage’, by urging an imaginary leap over vast spans of time, by magnifying the links between

  ‘us’ and ‘them’, by identifying the people and places of a remote past with the people and places of the present. ‘I have led [my reader] . . . over mountains and up

  dales’, cooed the author of a pioneering guidebook to ‘Prehistoric Britain’, ‘. . . and have journeyed to and fro over the past hundred thousand years’:




  

    

      It has been a long way to go in both time and space, but I think we have seen all the finest of our ancestral monuments, all the places where the past stirs the imagination:

      the places where formerly we were and from which we have come.37


    


  




  Thanks to such evocations, prehistory and archaeology have inevitably developed in an intensely political context. Nationalism has never been far beneath the surface. Immense efforts have been made to discover a past to which modern people could relate, and, where necessary, to exclude those elements of the past that were

  politically inconvenient. Prussian archaeologists would prove beyond question that the prehistoric monuments of Prussia’s eastern borderlands were indisputably Germanic. A few decades later

  Polish archaeologists working with identical material established that the selfsame monuments were indisputably, and ab origine, Slavonic. Neither side paused to ask whether those monuments

  were not, at least in part, Celtic. Nowadays, the Ancient Celts have few advocates in Central Europe. But similar exercises are still in progress. Since 1992, the creation of FYROM – the

  Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia – has provoked furious quarrels with Greece over the classification and national attributions of the ancient Kingdom of Macedon.




  This is a useful starting point from which to ponder the perceptive comment that ‘every generation gets the Stonehenge which it deserves – or desires’.38 What sort of Stonehenge will match the needs of the next millennium?




  Early in 1997 a British archaeologist specializing in stone circles produced a hypothesis that promised the new answer. Stonehenge, he argued, displays several characteristics that are alien to

  other stone circles in these islands; it could not, therefore, have been the work of native builders. His solution postulated that Stonehenge was designed and constructed by the same people who

  built the great megalithic monuments at Carnac in Brittany. So, with the United Kingdom an active member of the European Union, the UK’s prehistoric showpiece was set to be Europeanized.




  Fortunately or unfortunately Dr Burl’s hypothesis did not receive universal acclaim. In fact, most of the professionals were distinctly sceptical. But one of the most interesting aspects

  of the whole affair was the manner in which it was discussed. Under a corny headline SO GALLING – ANCIENT BRETONS MAY HAVE BUILT STONEHENGE, The Times reported

  ‘England’s greatest monument, Stonehenge, may have been built by the French’: ‘Dr Aubrey Burl says that the stones were not manhandled into position by burly Britons but by

  visiting Gallic engineers overseen by French overlords’.39 Under the headline STONEHENGE IS FRENCH IMPOSTER,

  the archaeology correspondent of The Independent fumed with similar pseudo-indignation: ‘Stonehenge – the pre-eminent symbol of Britain’s ancient heritage – was not

  built by the British at all but by the French’.40 Humour apart, such sentiments are barely

  distinguishable from those of an irate Greek correspondent reporting on the latest announcement by FYROM’s Department of Antiquities. The language of scholarly reactions was hardly more

  circumspect. A report prepared for the Archaeological Institute of America began, ‘A British scholar has claimed that Stonehenge, England’s most famous prehistoric monument, was built

  by the French.’41




  It is a nice irony that Dr Burl himself has entered the lists on the vexed question of prehistoric nomenclature. He has been at pains to dismiss the ‘pseudo-antiquarianism’ and

  ‘bogus romanticism’ of scholars who allegedly sow confusion by abandoning the conventional names of prehistoric sites and by replacing them with newly invented or obscure, usually

  Celtic variants. A particular target for his ire was Mr Magnus Magnusson, the well-known broadcaster, who in the preface to a book on the Standing Stones of Callanish in the Outer Isles dared to

  use the neo-Gaelic form of Calanais.42 As Dr Burl announced, the oldest recorded form of the site’s name was neither the Gaelic

  Calanais nor the Anglicized Callanish. It was the Old Norse Kalladarnes, meaning ‘the promontory from which a ferry can be hailed’. The Vikings, it seems, provided the oldest layer of

  surviving place names in the Outer Hebrides. Which is no doubt the case. Dr Burl is arguing that to adopt Kalladarnes would sow just as much confusion as to adopt Calanais. Callanish, he implies,

  has gained the right to acceptance through long usage. ‘Names,’ he protests, ‘should be respected.’ Familiarity and practicality are to be the dominant criteria.

  ‘Stonehenge’, for instance, is the accepted, conventional form. No one in their right mind would consider dropping it for the older Anglo-Saxon Stan-heng or the still older Latin form

  of Circea Gigantum, ‘The Giants’ Ring’.43 After all, Stonehenge is administered by English Heritage.




  Which is all very well. It is reminiscent of the arguments that go on all over the world. Geographers argue whether the highest summit of the Himalayas should be known as Mount Everest, as the

  Nepalese Sagarmatha, as the Chinese-influenced Chu-mu-lang-ma Feng, or as the native Tibetan Chomolungma. Australians debate whether the most famous natural feature in Australia should be called by

  the English name of Ayers Rock or by the most common Aboriginal name of Uluru. There is no easy answer. For names carry cultural associations, and in some instances indications of ownership. The

  real point about the prehistoric sites of the Isles is that none of the historical names applied to them possesses the right associations. Conventional names are conventional, and nothing more. All

  modern names which have been coined in the absence of their unknown prehistoric counterparts are equally inappropriate.




  So, to begin at the beginning. When the second stage of Stonehenge was built on Salisbury Plain c. 2700 BC, it could not have been called Stonehenge,

  which is an English name. The English had not yet arrived. The English language had not been invented. The Plain would have been there; but it could not have been named after Salisbury, since

  Salisbury itself had not been founded. One may deduce that a year equivalent to 2700 BC once existed; but no such date could have been conceived before the birth of Christ

  or the concept of a Common Era. There was no country called ‘France’, and nothing equivalent to it; there was no ‘England’, and there was no ‘Britain’, and no

  ‘Brittany’. As yet, there were no Ancient Gauls, no Ancient Britons, and no Ancient Bretons. This holds good even if each of those later communities would owe much to the gene pool of

  their unidentifiable predecessors. Only two things can be said with absolute certainty about prehistoric life on ‘the Midnight Isles’ at that period: it was not English; and it

  was not British.








  

     

  




  CHAPTER TWO




  THE PAINTED ISLES




  c. 600 BC to AD 43
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      . . . er bod parodrwydd i gredu yn y posibilrwydd bod Pobl y Diodlestri yn siarad iaith Indo-Ewropeaidd ac i ystyried fod Proto-Geltiaid (ta beth yw’r rheini) ym

      Mhrydain o gyfnod cynnar iawn. Serch hynny, yr uniongrededd bresennol yw mai grwpiau bychain, heb fod yn ddigon niferus i newid cyfansoddiad hiliol y gymdeithas, ond a oedd yn ddigon grymus a

      hyderus i fod yn ddiwylliannol arglwyddiaethol, a gyflwynodd yr iaith Geltaidd a hanfodion y diwylliant Celtaidd i Brydain yn y canrifoedd ar ôl 600 cc. 1


    


  




  Thus, in a British history book recently published in London by one of the largest British publishers, a leading British historian uses a modern variant of the British language

  to summarize the origins of the British peoples. In this passage, since the ancient British formed just one branch of a much wider Celtic community, he writes about the arrival of Celtic

  civilization in the Isles c. 600 BC. Most readers today, including many who may think of themselves as British, will not find such a text so very easy to decipher. They may

  be able to pick out a few words like Indo-Ewropeaidd (Indo-European), or Celtaidd (Celtic), or Brydain (Britain), but not much more. And they will wonder whether

  Celtaidd and Geltaidd,or Brydain and Mhrydain, are the same words or perhaps misprints. So, for them, the same publishers put out a translation:




  

    

      . . . there is some readiness to believe in the possibility that the Beaker Folk spoke an Indo-European language and that there were Proto-Celts (whatever that may be) in

      Britain from a very early age. Nevertheless, the current orthodox view is that the Celtic language and the essentials of Celtic culture were brought to Britain in the centuries after 600

      BC by small groups of migrants who were not large enough to change the basic racial composition of society but who were powerful and confident enough to be culturally

      dominant... 2


    


  




  The Celtic British established themselves on the Great Isle, whilst another, non-British branch of the Celts took over the Green Isle. Together, they established a Celtic

  supremacy – indeed, a virtual Celtic monopoly – which was to last for six or seven centuries until the coming of the Romans.




  

    

  




  Another recent history book, using a modern variant of another old Celtic language, covers the whole history of the insular Celts from the earliest times to the end of the Roman Conquest. The

  first passage quoted below talks about the early Celts in Europe; the second about their love of myths and legends; and the third about Celtic survivals:




  

    

      Fadó, fadó sular tháinig an Róimh chun cinn ba iad na Ceiltigh a bhí i gceannas ar chuid mhór den Eoraip – ó

      Éirinn agus ón mBreatain sa tuaisceart, ó dheas go dtí an Fhrainc agus an Spáinn agus chomh fada soir leis na Balcáin agus leis an Tuirc. Ní

      raibh siad aontaithe faoi rí amháin. Ba iad a dteanga agus a gcultúr a thug le fios gur aon dream amháin i ad Cé gur fada an lá ó tháinig

      meath ar a gcumhacht tá tionchar theanga agus chultúr na gCeilteach le brath i gcónaí ...3


    


  




  Once again, though the book was designed for younger people, most average readers are likely to have difficulties. They may be able to pick out Róimh (Rome), or

  Eoraip (Europe) or chultúr (culture), but not much more. So, for them, the publishers produced an English edition:




  

    

      Long, long ago, before Rome became a power in the ancient world, the people we call Celts dominated much of Europe. Their influence ranged from Britain and Ireland in the

      north to France and Spain in the south, and east as far as the Balkans and Turkey. They were united not by a common ruler but by a common language and culture. Though it is now many centuries

      since their power declined, the influence of the Celtic language and culture remains . . .4




      

        . . . Celts loved to tell stories of their tribes, their leaders and their gods. They also liked to invent stories of imaginary heroes and heroines. These were passed from

        one generation to the next by word of mouth, and many of them must have been lost or forgotten. In Britain and Ireland, however, some of these stories and legends were written down after the

        decline of the Druids, and can still be read today. . .




        Irish literature gives us the largest number of Celtic legends. Many of them were written down by Christian monks, but even so they tell tales of the old Celtic gods and goddesses, as well

        as of mortal heroes and heroines. They are one of our best sources for finding out how the Celts looked at life...5


      




      

        After the conquest of the Celtic lands by the Romans, many Celts adopted Roman ways. The Druids were suppressed, and people were encouraged to practise other religions, including . . .

        Christianity.. . .





        On mainland Europe, ‘Romanisation’ was quite thorough. In some of the old Celtic lands . . . Celtic culture disappeared completely . . . Though most British Celts also adopted

        Roman ways, many of the tribes bitterly opposed Roman rule. Therefore Celtic culture survived more successfully than on the mainland of Europe. . .




        Although the Celtic languages died out in most of Europe, they survived in Britain, Ireland and Brittany. Most of them have recently undergone a revival as people have become more aware of

        the importance of their Celtic inheritance. Erse, Gaelic, Welsh and Breton are still spoken, . . . while Manx, which was spoken on the Isle of Man, and Cornish, have only recently died

        out.6


      


    


  




  It is not a bad idea to begin at the elementary level. Few British people have been taught these things at school.




  Elsewhere in the Isles, in the Highlands and Islands of the far north-west, a small band of schoolchildren still do their learning in a third Celtic language. All their textbooks are written in

  Gaelic. Their school atlas, for example, starts with a map which shows them the names and locations of the main places in their own and the neighbouring countries. (See Table 1.)




  

    



    


    Table 1. Gaelic place names in the Isles


    



  




  

    

      	

        Alba


      



      	

        Scotland


      

    




    

      	

        A’ Ghaidhealtachd


      



      	

        The Highlands,


      

    




    

      	



      	

        literally ‘the Home of the Gaels’


      

    




    

      	

        A ’ Ghalltachd


      



      	

        The Lowlands,


      

    




    

      	



      	

        literally ‘the Home of the Strangers’


      

    




    

      	

        Innse Gall


      



      	

        The Hebrides


      

    




    

      	

        An t-Eilean Sgitheanach


      



      	

        The Isle of Skye


      



    




    

      	

        Dùn Eideann


      



      	

        Edinburgh


      

    




    

      	

        Glaschu


      



      	

        Glasgow


      

    




    

      	

        Eirinn


      



      	

        Ireland


      

    




    

      	

        Baile Atha Cliath


      



      	

        Dublin


      

    




    

      	

        Eilean Mhanainn
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    The story of the Celts is rooted in language. For the Celts were, and still are, a conglomeration of peoples speaking a series of related languages. They are a

    linguistic group, not a national, ethnic, or racial one. What is more, as the most ancient authorities attest, the Celts laid great store on language and on the culture which the language

    conveyed. Their bards and poets have always been held in great esteem. Their chiefs retained a corps of bards, who underwent a rigorous training of great length and complexity and who enjoyed a

    status unrivalled except by the Celtic religious caste, the druids. Unfortunately for us – though not necessarily for them – they long upheld a ban on writing, which they saw as a

    threat to their oral tradition. Even when they came into prolonged and intimate contact with the literate civilizations of Greece and Rome they largely resisted the temptation of literacy, and

    did not take to letters until Christian times. As a result, the world of the ancient Celts has become one of those many mysterious ‘lost civilizations’. Having no recorded voice of

    their own, the ancient Celts are regarded by sympathetic observers as ‘a great people maligned by history’, or ‘the people who came out of the darkness’.8


  




  The Celtic languages form one of the main constituent branches of the Indo-European linguistic family. In this, they are a counterpart to the Germanic, Romance, Baltic, and Slavonic groups. They

  include both dead and living languages, though they are all descended by one route or another from the long-lost Proto-Celtic, which in turn was an early progeny of Proto-Indo-European (see

  Appendix 9). So much today is common knowledge. But it was not always so. It was not until comparatively recently that the Scottish scholar George Buchanan and Welshman Edward Lluyd (see pages 77,

  81) showed that all the surviving Celtic languages possessed common roots. It was not until the eighteenth century that the orientalist Sir William Jones (1746–94), the London-born son of a

  family from Llanfihangel in Anglesey, who served as a judge in Calcutta, established the fact that Sanskrit was closely related to Greek and Latin. And it was not until the nineteenth century that

  the German philologist Kaspar Zeuss (1806–56) completed the puzzle by showing that the Celtic group formed part of the wider Indo-European family. No popular sense of common Celtic roots

  could be cultivated until these scholarly discoveries had been made and disseminated. By that time, all but a handful of the Celtic languages were extinct; and the reconstruction of the lost world

  of the ancient Celts was in large measure left to the archaeologists.




  It is perhaps worth noting that for the purists the ‘Celtic’ label is unacceptable. The modern name for the Celts derives from the classical Greek word keltoi, which had the

  meaning of ‘strangers’ but which was only used by Greek writers for peoples living in central parts of the Continental interior during the first millennium BC.

  In its origins, therefore, it did not refer to peoples living further to the north and west, especially in the Isles; and it was not used to describe the Celtic

  linguistic group as a whole until the era of modern scholarship. As usual, the ancients had a myth to explain the phenomenon. Celtus, the first of the Celts, was born from the liaison of his

  mother, Celtina, with Hercules. The Romans, in contrast to the Greeks, used the term ‘Galli’. In retrospect, modern scholars might have been better advised to adopt ‘Gallic’

  rather than ‘Celtic’ for the overall label. It is closer to what many of the Celts call themselves, namely ‘Gaels’. But by the time the issue arose, ‘Gallic’ had

  already been reserved for reference to ancient Gaul, and by extension, to modern France. So ‘Celtic’ stuck. Only the most pedantic or hostile commentators continue to make an issue of

  it. Nonetheless, one may take comfort from the fact that the general location of the Greeks’ keltoi coincided very closely with that of the archaeological sites where modern scholars

  have established the arrival in Europe of a distinctive Iron Age culture in the same period.




  The early Celtic heartland has been fixed in the region of the upper reaches and tributaries of the Rhine, the Rhône, and the Danube. It can be no accident that all these rivers have

  retained names from the Celtic. Two stunning archaeological discoveries confirmed this geographical setting. The first of them, at modern Hallstatt in the Salzkammergut Mountains, was excavated

  between 1846 and 1899, and gave its name to the earliest known phase of Celtic culture, starting c. 800–700 BC. The second, at modern La Tène on Lake

  Neuchâtel, came to light in 1874, and has lent its name to the following phase starting c. 450 BC. A third, at Vix in Burgundy, suggested strong links between northern

  Europe and northern Italy. Two recent finds made spectacular additions to existing knowledge. One at Heuneburg on the upper Danube showed a fort community carrying on a prosperous trade with the

  Greeks of Massilia. Another, at Hochdorf in the same vicinity, revealed a sixth-century Celtic chieftain buried with his horses and war-chariot and other sumptuous fittings.9




  Explorations further afield suggest that the original definitions of the Celtic heartland may have been too narrow. The district of Carniola, now in Slovenia, for example, yielded a mass of

  exquisite finds, most of which found their way into the Mecklenburg Collection of the Peabody Museum at Harvard. Bohemia, too, has proved a rich Celtic hunting ground, having taken its name from a

  fierce tribe of classical times whom the Romans called Boii. Even Silesia and southern Poland can now claim to have belonged to that early Celtic heartland long before the arrival of the Slavs.

  Silesia possesses several religious sites with possible Celtic connections; the Holy Cross Mountains in central Poland possess impressive prehistoric Celtic iron-workings; and the rivers and

  villages of the district around Kraków abound in Celtic place names. According to some commentators, the earliest legends about the foundation of Kraków itself in the struggle of King Krak and the Dragon contain unmistakably Celtic overtones. Most recently, the discovery of the grave of a Celtic chief buried in the modern district of Kujawy to

  the west of the Lower Vistula showed that the Celtic presence reached far to the north.10




  The expansion of the Celtic world took place by two contrasting methods. On the one hand, there are well-documented migrations and invasions, whereby Celtic tribes physically moved out of the

  old heartland and settled in new territories, especially in the south. One mass of Celts, for example, crossed the Alps and settled in northern Italy, creating what the Romans called Gallia

  Cisalpina. They sacked Rome in 390 BC. Another group of Celts moved into Greece, sacking Delphi in 279 BC. A third group moved further

  south-eastwards into Thrace and crossed after some delay into Asia Minor, establishing themselves in the province of Bithynia, thereafter named Galatia, ‘the Land of the Celts’. In the

  second century, the Celtic tribe of Helvetii left their home east of the Alps and settled in the vicinity of Lake Lemanus.




  Celtic influences spread not just by the movement of people but also by the export of culture and language. In the last centuries of the first millennium BC the classical

  world acted as a great stimulus for trade beyond the frontiers of the growing Roman Empire; and the Celts acted as the middlemen between the Mediterranean and the peoples of the north and west. As

  wine and wine merchants permeated the lands ‘beyond the known world’, dealing in salt and slaves and swords and fine jewellery, the language of the Celts seems to have become first the

  lingua franca and, with time, the native language of peoples far beyond the earlier heartland.11




  By the time that Julius Caesar (d. 44 BC) came on to the scene, the Romans had already conquered the Celtic lands of Cisalpine and Transalpine Gaul and of Iberia. Caesar

  in his Gallic Wars was describing the campaigns to absorb the remaining lands of the western Celts. Gallia, he famously declared, est omnis divisa in partes tres: ‘The

  whole of Gaul is divided into three regions.’ As he smashed his way through their country in three brutal campaigns, he noted that the numerous Gallic tribes spoke different and mutually

  incomprehensible dialects. He also decided that the defeated Gallic tribes could best be held in submission if he subdued their Celtic kinsmen in the neighbouring Isles. As a result, he mounted two

  expeditions in successive seasons, in 55 and 54 BC came; he saw; he did not conquer: but he took hostages, withdrew, and claimed a triumph. He headed south for the Alps, and

  fatefully recrossed the frontier of the Roman Republic on the Rubicon – his point of no return.




  The classical world had come to know the Isles by a variety of names. Herodotus in the fifth century BC called them the Nêsoi Kassiterides, ‘the Tin Islands’, though he was more than vague about where they actually lay. For several centuries the Carthaginians seem to have maintained a blockade on shipping beyond

  the Pillars of Hercules to protect their lucrative metal trade. Nonetheless, at least one Greek sailor, Pytheas of Massilia, sailed through the cordon in the fourth century and left a record of his

  journey. The names which he noted are clearly Celtic in character – Pretaniké for the Isles as a whole, Ierne for the smaller, western isle, and Nesos Albionon for the larger, eastern

  isle. This would be decisive except for the fact that the original account by Pytheas was lost and has only survived in fragments of a much later date. There is immense scope for scholars to

  question the reliability of the sources, and to speculate about the variants, the connotations, and the transformations of the terms involved. Nonetheless, though the details are debatable, the

  main derivations look pretty solid. The Greek Ierne, which appeared at a later stage as the Latin Hibernia, is clearly the classical transcription of a Celtic name, an ancestor of the modern Irish

  Éire or Erin. Rufus Avienus writes of it as ‘the Sacred Isle’ inhabited by the tribe of Hierni. The Greek Albionon, in contrast, became the Latin Albionum. Whether one accepts

  the Roman or the Celtic etymology (see pages 51–2, below), it seems more than likely that the name of Albion, which has lasted till modern times, was inspired by those magnificent white

  cliffs, which greet every visitor to the island. As for Pretaniké, which changed in Latin to Britannia, it is clearly cognate with the Welsh Prydain, and at one stage further removed with

  the modern English Britain. Etymologists link it with a Celtic term for ‘painted’ or ‘coloured’; and this in turn can be associated with the islanders’ well-known

  habit of painting their bodies with woad. In which case, it would not be out of place for English-speaking historians of this period to talk of ‘the Painted Isles’.
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  THE CELTS OF THE ISLES, or ‘insular Celts’, clearly had much in

  common; but it would be wrong to think of them as one homogeneous nation. On the contrary, they were divided amongst themselves into fiercely competing tribes. The people of Éire differed in

  several respects from the people of Albion. And it is far from certain whether the tribes inhabiting the far north of Albion had yet been absorbed into the Celtic orbit. (Remembered today as

  ‘Picts’, from the Latin designation of Picti, they kept the attribute of ‘painted people’ long after the others had lost it. (See page 112.))




  Above all, though no written records survive, there seems to be every reason to believe that the Celtic language of Albion had already diverged from that of Éire. At some point in

  prehistory, a fundamental sound-shift had occurred in the mainstream of Celtic linguistic evolution, leaving two separate streams – the older Q-Celtic or Goidelic in Éire, and the

  younger P-Celtic or Brythonic in Albion and Gaul. This sound-shift has persisted until the present day, and can be easily illustrated in its simplest forms from Irish and Welsh vocabulary:




  Table 2. Q-Celtic (Goidelic) and P-Celtic (Brythonic)


  





  

    

      	

        Q-Celtic (Irish)


      



      	

        P-Celtic (Welsh)


      



      	

        English equivalent


      

    




    

      	

        mac


      



      	

        map


      



      	

        son


      

    




    

      	

        clann


      



      	

        plentyn


      



      	

        children


      

    




    

      	

        ceann


      



      	

        pen


      



      	

        head


      

    




    

      	

        ceathair


      



      	

        pedwar


      



      	

        four


      

    




    

      	

        cúig


      



      	

        pump


      



      	

        five


      

    


  




  

    In due course, in the first millennium ad, both the Goidelic and the Brythonic languages were to diverge still further. The Goidelic gave rise to Erse (modern Irish Gaelic),

    to Gáidhlig (Scots Gaelic), and to Gailck (Manx Gaelic). The Brythonic gave rise to Cumbrian, Cymraeg (Welsh), Kernak (Cornish), and Brezoneg (Breton). (See Chapter Four.) It is necessary to give warning that the Q>P sound change was only one among many, and that some philologists regard the Q-Celtic and P-Celtic labels as unwarrantably

    simplistic. The latest edition of the Encyclopædia Britannica has rejected the traditional classification altogether. 12


  




  An interesting observation from all this indicates that in discovering the name Pretaniké, Pytheas of Massilia can only have been talking to P-Celts and not to Q-Celts. He obviously took

  his information from a P-Celt source either in Albion, or perhaps on the Continental shore. (In his search for the tin mines, he visited a small islet called Ictis where merchants brought tin ore

  and which may well have been St Michael’s Mount in Cornwall.) If he had talked instead to a Q-Celt, he would have been told that the Isles were not inhabited by Priteni but rather by

  something like Quriteni or Qurtani. Transposing this into his native Greek, he would not have come up with Pretaniké but with something more akin to Krutheniké. The Romans would then

  have turned this not into the Britanni but into the Cruteni. Eventually, we would have ended up not with the ‘Brits’ but with the ‘Cruts’. 13 For some reason, Cruttish does not have the same ring as British; but there are people today who regard the existence of prehistoric Cruthins as fact.




  Numerous theories, both ancient and modern, compete to explain the origin and provenance of the insular Celts. Archaeologists once favoured the notion that material cultures coincided with

  ethnic populations. First the Beaker People and later the Urnfield People were put forward as prospective ‘proto-Celts’ or ancestors of the Celts. But this is nowadays discounted, not

  least on chronological grounds. Few respected authorities now suggest that the Celts reached the Isles prior to the early centuries of the first millennium. What is more, Éire has relatively

  few remains with either Hallstatt or La Tène connections. This tends to cramp the archaeologists’ generalizations.




  The mythologists have rather more to offer, though nothing of absolute certainty. In Éire, they most frequently point to the legendary Milesians or ‘Sons of Mil’, who feature

  in the ‘Book of Invasions’ as the fourth wave of the Green Isle’s invaders. (See pages 31–4.) In so doing, they imply a long period of pre-Milesian and non-Celtic

  settlement. Mil, who is also known as Golamh, as the Latin Milesius, and by the later epithet of Míle Easpain or ‘Soldier of Spain’, is widely thought to be the legendary

  personification of a Celtic migration from Iberia. If correct, this might help explain the separate language of the Q-Celts in the Green Isle. In Irish legend, Mil set out to avenge the death of

  his nephew, who had been killed by the island’s previous masters, the Tuatha Dé Danann. Mil, however, was also killed, as was his second wife, Scota,

  and it was left to their sons – Eber, Eremon, and Amairgen – to complete the conquest of the island. Of the three brothers Amairgen was both poet and warrior. It was he whose famous

  song is recorded in the ‘Book of Invasions’, and who decreed that jurisdiction over the island should be divided between his brothers. When Eber demurred, he was slain in combat by

  Eremon, who then emerged as the sole chief of the Milesians and the first High King to reign at Tara. Eremon’s mother, Scota, is remembered at Scotia’s Glen near Tralee, Co. Kerry.




  Much confusion has been generated by the recurrence of two different mythological ladies both called Scota, and both presented as daughters of different pharaohs of Egypt. The first Scota, wife

  of Mil, is said to have been daughter to an otherwise unknown pharaoh, Nectanebus. The second Scota, allegedly the daughter of a known pharaoh, Cingris, married a visitor to Egypt from the Green

  Isle. She then returned with her husband and their infant son, Goidel, to her husband’s home. This is a clear illustration of the frequent way in which the old pagan legends become entwined

  with later Christian and Hebrew stories. The young Goidel was said to have been healed of an ailment by Moses. What is certain is that in the earliest times the ancient Gaels of Éire

  preferred to call themselves Scots, and that one or another of the Scotas, or both, was seen as their ancestral mother. The Romans called them Scotti. For his part, Scota II’s son, Goidel,

  gave his name both to the Gaels in general and, through the ingenuity of modern scholars, to the languages which they speak – the Goidelic or Q-branch of Celtic.




  Putting an exact date on the arrival of the Milesians is well nigh impossible. But that does not stop scholars from trying. As recently as 1911, a contributor to the Encyclopædia

  Britannica stated firmly that it occurred in 3500 am, that is, 3,500 years since the creation of the world, or, by a rough calculation, 504 BC. 14




  In Albion, the mythological record was much further removed from the coming of the Celts than it was in Éire. The medieval chronicler Geoffrey of Monmouth repeats a story whereby Albion

  appears as a giant son of the island’s ruling Sea God. An Irish legend talks of a fugitive Nemedian warrior called Britan who fled across the sea after the battle on Tory Island, and gave his

  name to the neighbouring Isle. But this looks suspiciously like wisdom long after the event. Raphael Holinshed (died 1580), using many intermediary materials, came up with a story whereby Albion was first populated by the Princess Albina and her band of fifty women, all of whom had killed their husbands. One is at a loss to make something sensible of this,

  though the band of women is rather reminis cent of Cessair’s boat-party (see page 31). The obvious lesson seems to be that Éire and Albion did not share the same foundation

  myths.




  Similar divergence is suggested by the archaeological record. Hallstatt culture, meagre in Éire, is well evidenced in south-east Albion. La Tène culture equally made its presence

  felt in the same region somewhat later through typical burial rites and fine metalworking. This would confirm the obvious fact that Albion was in closer material and cultural contact with the Celts

  of the Continent than Éire was.




  The Celts held undisputed sway over the Isles for the best part of a thousand years. Their beginnings go back to the start of the first millennium BC. The scholarly

  consensus holds that, after a long period of penetration, they were fully established by 600 BC. And they ruled unchallenged until the first century AD This period is longer than that enjoyed by any other of the islands’ subsequent masters. Even after the Roman invasion, they controlled the greater part of the Isles for

  another thousand years. They are not just a passing episode or a minor prelude.




  Until very recently, prehistorians waxed eloquent over scenes of the Celtic conquests. Fierce ‘Hallstatt warriors’ were said to have landed, swinging their huge iron longswords and

  driving all before them. Stages were mapped out – Stage A Invasion followed by Stage B Settlement and Stage C Assimilation. Then, ‘when the first Hallstatt settlers were arriving in

  this country their kinsfolk . . . in southern Germany were building up a new culture which came to represent the height of early Celtic achievement’. In due course, the next wave of still

  fiercer and more sophisticated warriors arrived:




  

    

      It seems that about 250 BC numbers of such warriors began . . . to cross to Britain, sailing probably from the mouth of the Seine, and to introduce

      for the first time the La Tène Culture which was to bear its final and most mature fruits in these islands.


    


  




  Their coming allegedly ‘provoked consternation among the British peasants’. 15




  This picture is now refuted. The Continental Celts did not so much invade as percolate and permeate. They did not supplant the existing population. They mingled, merged, and in time gained

  cultural ascendancy. Though the phases of cultural transformation are opaque, the Celtic languages and Celtic customs spread from one end of the Isles to the other.

  Pockets of pre-Celtic culture would have survived in remoter parts, possibly into the Christian era. There are hints of a revolt by subservient Firbolg tribute-payers in Éire as late as the

  first century AD But no authority contests the predominantly Celtic character of all the Isles long before Roman times.




  The historical record of those centuries is virtually beyond recall, particularly in Albion. In Éire there is something to be gleaned by trying to sift the historical from the fantastical

  in the mythological cycles and from the royal genealogies and lists of kings which the bards of later times would recite. It is obvious that the king lists, which were drawn up to eulogize the

  ancestry of their patrons, contain a large element of pure invention. The great medieval Irish chiefs were keen to show that they were descended from the Celtic gods or from Noah or the pharaohs of

  Egypt. On the other hand, when the names of heroes and tribes and battles recur in plausible sequences, especially in the less distant centuries, one may reasonably suspect that they are

  underpinned by some degree of reality. The nearer the genealogies approach to historical times, the more the fictional element recedes and the factual element rises. And date-guessing by the

  calculation of generations and by comparison of king lists is a much-practised art. Needless to say, the results of the game are as tentative as they are colourful. Historians of the scientific

  tendency dismiss them out of hand. Nonetheless, they do contain enough credible material to merit attention. According to these bardic sources, Slaigne the Firbolg was the first Ard Rí or

  High King of Éire. From his accession toAD 1, there were a hundred and seven High Kings – nine Firbolgs, nine Tuatha Dé Danann, and eighty-nine

  Milesians. Following the rebellion in the early first century ad, the High Kingship was re-established, and an unbroken line of eighty-one more monarchs stretches out until the ill-fated

  Ruaidhrí Ua Conchubhair (Rory O’Connor) who in 1175 surrendered his overlordship to Henry Plantagenet, King of England. It was a long run.




  Of course, there can be little certainty about the historicity of all the names on the lists, still less about the dates which are traditionally attributed to them. It is also important to

  recognize the anachronism whereby prehistoric chiefs are given the same powerful status which the High Kings enjoyed in those early medieval times when the lists were drawn up. Whatever truth there

  may be in the establishment of Milesian rule at Tara – which was named after Eremon’s wife, Tea – one must accept the probability that a still more ancient ritual centre was being

  adapted to a new political function, and that the authority of those early High Kings could not have been enforced beyond the immediate vicinity. According to

  legend, the Lia Fáil or ‘Stone of Destiny’ on which the High Kings were crowned had been brought to Éire by the tribe of the Tuatha Dé Danann. It was said to roar

  with delight whenever it felt the touch of a legitimate king’s foot.




  As one descends the prehistoric bardic genealogies, it is fascinating to see how the High Kings gradually emerge from a world of gods and spirits into the realms of recognizable reality. Conaire

  Mór, for example, can hardly be a historical figure. Son of the bird god Nemglan, he attracted the wrath of the gods for breaking a geis or ‘personal taboo’ and was slain

  in battle. Ollamh Foóla, in contrast, the eighteenth High King, supposedly acceded in 714 BC and is credited with giving the country its first law code. He is said to

  be buried at Tailltin. And Ollamh was the highest of the seven grades of bards. The real significance of this shadowy figure may be that he illustrates the High King’s dual role as

  ruler and chief poet. Tighernmas, ‘the Lord of Death’, was a High King who supposedly initiated the cult of an idol called Cromm Cruach, ‘the Blood Crescent’, on ‘the

  Plain of Adoration’. He was killed in a frenzied riot at the Feast of Samhain during the worship of his own idol. Ugaine More, who supposedly reigned during the fifth century BC, married a Gaulish princess. His realm briefly bestrode both Éire and Gaul. But on his death Éire was divided into twenty-five parts between his twenty-five children,

  and was not reunited for three centuries. Mac Mong Ruadh or ‘Macha of the Red Tresses’ is listed as the seventy-seventh monarch, acceding in 377 BC. She bore the

  name of Macha, Goddess of War, sometime consort of Nemed, and is sometimes awarded divine properties. But she also seems to have some very concrete achievements. She built Ard Macha

  (‘Macha’s Height’), the future Armagh, and established the nearby Emain Macha or ‘Fort of Navan’ as capital of Ulster. The hospital which she founded, the Bron-Bherg

  or ‘House of Sorrow’, supposedly survived until destroyed by fire in AD 22.16




  In this semi-legendary setting, historians should probably give more prominence to the better evidenced existence of the five provinces than to the shadowy idea of a nominal unity. Éire

  had been divided into ‘fifths’ from pre-Celtic times; and the rivalries of the provincial tribes and heroes furnish the central theme of the island’s history. The northern Fifth

  of Ulaidh (Ulster) was said to have been founded by Rudraidhe, son of Partholón; and its people were first known as the Clan Rudraidhe or Rudricans. Their

  affairs are particularly well known through the Epic of the Red Branch, i.e., the Ulster Cycle; and they played a prominent part in Éire’s history right down to the destruction

  of traditional Ulster society in the seventeenth century. (See Chapter Eight.) The western Fifth of Cruchain (Connaught) was Ulster’s chief rival. Ruled by Queen Medb for a record eighty

  years, it provides the setting for The Cattle Raid of Cooley (see pages 70–71). The south-eastern Fifth of Laighin (Leinster) was earlier known as Galian. It had the closest proximity

  to, and strongest ties with, Albion. The south-western Fifth of Mumha (Munster) was dominated by its mountains and wild ocean coast. In legend it was often associated with the Otherworld, its lochs

  and beaches leading to the sunken ‘Land of the Dead’. The central Fifth of Mide (Meath) had little more than local significance until the first century AD when

  as ‘Royal Meath’ it became the strongest of the provinces. The fact that Meath, where Tara was situated, did not gain prominence until such a late date underlines the likelihood that in

  the preceding centuries the High Kingship possessed symbolic but not necessarily military or political pre-eminence.




  One might imagine that the historical record of Éire would be so much sparser than that of Albion. Éire, after all, was inevitably more insulated than Albion from the winds of

  change blowing from the Continent. In fact, as Kearney has noted, it is British evidence from Albion that is signally lacking: ‘We are in the paradoxical position of knowing more about the

  “traditional” area of the Celtic world than about its “modernising” sector.’17 Pessimists might conclude that

  there are precious few topics to discuss. Historians, who must justify their existence, can always find something.




  The Celtic tribes, whose presence in Albion has been well ascertained in the first millennium BC, were the original Ancient Britons. They spoke a P-Celtic or Brythonic

  variant of the Celtic languages, and, with the possible exception of the far north, they spread all over the island. They were closely related to the Continental Gauls. Sadly, their names are only

  known in the Latinized forms which were given them by classical authors or by their later conquerors, and which set a false tone to discussions from the start. (See map, page 48.) Attempts have

  been made to reconstruct the Celtic forms, but most archaeologists and prehistorians do not even bother. A few tribal names have obvious etymologies; but many do not. The

  ‘Hammer-fighters’ or ‘Hammerers’ came out in Latin as the Ordovices; the ‘Hill Folk’ – from the Celtic briga meaning ‘hill’ – were

  turned into Brigantes. The Catuvellauni in some way derived their Latin name from catu meaning ‘battle’; so perhaps they were ‘the Warrior

  Folk’ or ‘the Victors’. The Belgae may have had some affinity with the old Firbolg of Ireland, ‘the Bog Men’. But the exact connotations are beyond recall. ‘The

  Proud Ones’ has been suggested. The Dumnonii were ‘the People of the Deep’, but whether the link was with mining or fishing or with the Otherworld or with something else, one

  cannot tell. The Belgic Atrebates were ‘the Settlers’, which, since they had counterparts of the same name in northern Gaul, fits well with the notion of them being a migrant group. The

  Cornovii were ‘the Horned People’. This could mean that their warriors wore horns on their helmets, that they inhabited a horn-shaped territory, or that they worshipped the Horned God,

  or none of these things. The majority of the more obscure names are usually thought to be linked with long-lost local deities or totems.




  At one time, great emphasis was laid on the warlike disposition of the Ancient Britons, on their alleged love of a quarrel, and hence on their internecine, intertribal warfare. The hill forts

  were explained as a necessary feature of this deeply disturbed society. Of course, the tribes did fight. Warlords rose and fell. Tribal territories waxed and waned. But exploration of some of the

  key sites has modified the picture. The largest of those forts, Mai Dun or ‘the Great Fort’, which was the stronghold of the Durotriges in the West Country, was so enormous that it was

  ill designed for purely defensive purposes. A similar structure, which served as the upland HQ of the Brigantes,18 enclosed 750 acres and

  was surrounded by earthen ramparts six miles long. Though both of these places were fortified, and were destined to fall to the Romans in last-ditch stands (the one in AD

  44, the other inAD 74), it seems likely that they had also fulfilled some non-military functions – perhaps as popular meeting grounds, as festival sites, or as

  regional fairs.




  One of the most meticulously excavated sites in southern Albion stood some thirty miles from the southern coast in the land of the Atrebates. It was inhabited for some five hundred years until

  destroyed by fire c. 100 BC. Though defended by fortifications, it was clearly a stronghold designed for permanent residence. It had internal streets laid out on a regular

  plan, a rectangular shrine in the centre, and circular houses sheltering in the shadow of the ramparts. Most interestingly, the very numerous granary pits provided storage capacity for quantities

  of grain far beyond the needs of the three hundred to five hundred residents. It served as a commercial centre, therefore, as well as a political and religious one. The granaries may well have held

  the accumulated tribute in kind of the whole tribe. Its modern English name meaning ‘the Fort of the Danes’ conceals the fact that it was really

  ‘the Fort of the British’. 19




  Two tribes or tribal confederations are usually listed as migrants who crossed to Albion from the Continent. One of them, the Parisii, seems to have been a sept (clan) of the parent tribe in

  Gaul which has left its name in the capital city of modern France. They moved to a clearly defined location immediately to the north of the Three Rivers Estuary on the east coast. Archaeologists

  have recognized traces of their presence in the highly specific burial sites marked by inhumations, vehicular grave goods, and square surrounding trenches.20 The other group, the Belgae, were mentioned by Caesar as having sailed to Albion to raid, and having stayed to settle. In the last century of the first millennium

  BC they became a dominant element in the south-east and the valley of the Tamesis. Retaining close contacts with their kinsfolk on the Continent, they participated in the

  intensification of trade across the Sleeve which resulted in something resembling a socio-economic revolution.




  The rapprochement between Albion and Gaul in the first century BC was political, economic, and cultural. Political ties intensified through the presence of related tribes

  on both sides of the strait. There were instances of chiefs who exercised authority both in Albion and Gaul. More often, disaffected parties in the tribal conflicts took refuge on the other side of

  the water, and sought assistance. Above all, both Britons and Gauls watched anxiously as the forces of Rome crossed the Alps, created the province of Gallia Narbonensis in 124 BC, and then projected their power far beyond the imperial frontier.




  Economic life, too, was affected by the Roman advance. Roman wealth greatly stimulated trade. The Celts acquired a taste for Italian wine, and found that they could fund their thirst by

  exporting slaves, metals, and agricultural products. Roman merchants, armed with money, ventured far to the north. Trading posts were set up, and trading posts turned into towns.




  Cultural rapprochement was based on the common language and common customs. But it was boosted by the attractions of Roman civilization. Caesar mentions the fact that during his Gallic wars

  British warriors fought both in his own ranks and in the ranks of his opponents. Britons who returned to Albion, either from trading expeditions or from war service on the Continent, had been

  brought into intimate contact with Roman ways. In the last century of British independence, the sons of highborn British families were already learning Latin.




  

    

  




  Nothing better reflects these developments than the growth of a port on Albion’s Noonday Riviera. It has been called ‘the first truly urban community in Britain’.21 Ideally situated on a narrow peninsula on the seaward side of a large protected harbour, and crowned by a hill forming a natural stronghold, it

  occupied a site which had repeatedly attracted human habitation since the Stone Age. It was reoccupied by Celtic Iron Age people from c. 700 BC, and at some point thereafter

  was fortified by a double line of dykes and ramparts running across the narrowest point of its isthmus. To the north, it looked across the placid waters of the harbour to two rivers flowing from

  the most fertile and most densely cultivated valleys in the region. To the south, it looked out across the more turbulent currents of the Sleeve to the mouth of the Sequana in Gaul, some 120 miles

  distant. Its ancient British name has not survived. It is known today by a totally inappropriate pseudo-Anglo-Saxon name invented by Romantic Victorians. So if a new name could be invented, it

  would be far more fitting to call it by a Brythonic name. ‘Altrose’ has been put forward. But the most appropriate thing would be to call it, after the Sea God’s giant son, Din

  Albion, ‘Fort Albion’.




  Modern excavations at Din Albion have revealed a hive of commercial and manufacturing activity, and a community living in considerable affluence. One of the first digs brought to light the

  largest hoard of Roman and Celtic coins ever found in the Isles. The Roman coins – in gold, silver, and bronze – ranged from republican denarii to imperial aurei of the

  Antonine period. The Celtic coins, from southern Albion and northern Gaul, indicate the existence both of coastal trade and of long-range commerce linking Armorica with the Rhine. Manufacturing

  activities in the Fort included ironstone works, glassworks, bead and armlet factories, pottery kilns, and a wide variety of metal smelting and casting. There is strong suspicion, though no firm

  evidence, of a local mint. A profusion of large Italian amphorae attests to the wholesale wine trade. Though iron ore was obtainable from local quarries, copper, silver, lead, and gold had to be

  imported as ingots or as scrap for later fashioning and finishing.




  ‘Din Albion’ was clearly the leading example of urbanization in its time. But similar developments elsewhere in the south and east had similar effects. Hill forts were abandoned, and

  communities began to concentrate in locations more suitable for trade and commerce. The enterprising archaeologist whose labours have thrown the greatest light on Din Albion has written

  enthusiastically of ‘a period which saw the end of the old order, and the establishment of a settled urban economy . . ., a time of dramatic

  change.’22




  This may be no exaggeration for the most favoured districts. But it did not apply in the deep interior. As Caesar observed from his two brief visits, the Britons of the south closely resembled

  the Gauls, whilst the pastoral tribes of the west and north ‘still lived in skins’.




  Din Albion escaped the direct impact of the two abortive Roman expeditions of 55 and 54 BC. The legions twice landed in the south-eastern ‘Corner Land’, i.e.,

  Cantium, having chosen the shortest crossing and directed their operations to territory round the estuary of the Tamesis. Yet after their departure it was the chiefs and tribes which had confronted

  them, together with their cities of Camulodunum and Lughdun, that came to the fore. This may simply have reflected a shift in political power. It would also have been helped by the fact that the

  tribes who paid tribute to Rome enjoyed a monopoly in contracts with Roman merchants.




  Caswallawn has the distinction of being the first Ancient Briton to be known by name. As such, he has an entry in Th e Dictionary of National Biography, under the Latinized form of his

  name – Cassivellaunus.23 Chief of the Catuvellauni, he led the British resistance to Caesar’s second invasion of Albion in 54

  BC, and features prominently in Caesar’s Gallic War. He is also noted as one of the first British rulers to have minted gold coins, and hence to have launched a

  valuable new source of information about the late Iron Age.




  Caswallawn’s strategy in the campaign of 54 BC against Caesar was apparently to draw the Roman columns deep into the interior, and thereby to expose the landing

  site of their fleet to a counterattack. He certainly knew how nervous the Romans were about the vulnerability of their naval supply lines, having seen how storm damage to the Roman fleet in the

  previous year swiftly caused Caesar to retreat. His problem was to persuade fellow chiefs to follow a common policy. His own base lay some twenty miles to the north of the estuary of the Tamesis.

  But he had a running feud with his immediate eastern neighbours, the Trinovantes, who submitted to Caesar without a fight; and he failed to rally the Cantians in good time. He could not match the

  heavy armour of Caesar’s legions in close combat. But his four thousand charioteers wreaked havoc among the Romans as they struggled to ford the Tamesis, and his warriors put up a stubborn

  defence of their tribal hill fort24 before fleeing deeper into the Midlands. This was the moment when a counterattack on the Romans’

  rear in Cantium would have had maximum effect. When Caswallawn found that it could not be organized, he, too, submitted. He gave Caesar hostages, promised to leave the Trinovantes in peace, and

  agreed to pay Rome an annual tribute. He then watched Caesar sail away across the Strait, and probably resumed his activities exactly as before. His exploits and

  his Celtic name survive in Welsh legend. 25




  By the time that Caswallawn’s grandson or great-grandson, Cunobelin, took charge some fifty or sixty years later, the Catuvellauni had already absorbed the territory of the Trinovantes,

  and Cunobelin ruled from the former Trinovantian capital at Camulodunum. A prince of the Trinovantes, Dubnovellaun, had taken refuge in the court of the Emperor Augustus, complaining no doubt of

  the broken treaty; and Cunobelin judged it prudent to sign on as a Roman ally to avoid yet another threatened invasion.




  Cunobelin – whose name has been rather dubiously decoded as ‘Hound of the God Belin’ – is best remembered as the prototype for Shakespeare’s Cymbeline, King of

  Britain. The historical consensus holds that Shakespeare’s dramatic plot, filtered through centuries of legend and the poetic licence of Geoffrey of Monmouth and Raphael Holinshed, bears

  little resemblance to reality. Holinshed’s own account, gleaned from a variety of sources, is colourful but unreliable:




  

    

      Kymbeline or Cimbeline the sonne of Theomantius was of the Britains made king after the deceasse of his father, in the yeare of the world 3944, after the building of Rome

      728, and before the birth of our Sauiour 33. This man (as some write) was brought vp at Rome, and there made knight by Augustus Caesar, vnder whome he serued in the warres, and was in such

      fauour with him, that he was at libertie to pay his tribute or not. . . . The best approoued [writers] affirme, that he reigned 35 years and then died, & was buried at London, leauing

      behind him two sonnes, Guiderius and Aruiragus.26


    


  




  This passage reflects the interesting phase when the British chief was a formal ally of Rome, but it places Cunobelin’s regnal years quite wrongly as 33 BC to AD 2. In any case, Shakespeare had no cause to follow Holinshed in a slavish manner. He was creating ‘a fantastical drama’ not a historical

  account. Occasional details in the play, however, ring true. The poet’s Cassibelan is clearly Caswallawn, and Tenantius may well be a distortion of Cunobelin’s known father and

  predecessor, Tasciovan. Apart from that, the prominent theme of Britain’s much resented annual tribute to Rome may not be completely fanciful:




  

    

      There may be many Caesars


      Ere such another Julius. Britain is


      A world by itself, and we will nothing pay


      For wearing our own noses.27


    


  




  One must not forget of course, that lines such as these, composed in 1609, were probably directed as much to the groundlings’ memory of the Spanish Armada as to their

  interest in ancient history. When the Queen responds with stirring words about ‘the fam’d Cassibelan . . . who made Lud’s Town with rejoicing fires bright/And Britons strut with

  courage!’, she, too, was playing to the Tudor gallery.




  One other detail deserves consideration. Shakespeare, in line with the chronicles, calls Cymbeline ‘King of Britain’; and this matches the epithet of the Roman author Suetonius, who

  calls Cunobelin Rex Britannorum. One is entitled to ask whether Albion, like Éire, did not possess a tradition of High Kings to whom all the other tribal chiefs owed allegiance.

  Another hint may be found in the etymology of Caswallawn, which may not have been a personal name but rather a Celtic title meaning ‘Ruler of the League’. Tasciovan even issued a coin

  with the inscription TASCIO RIGON – Rigon being a Brythonic term for ‘Giant King’. Holinshed, for his part, had no doubts

  that there had been ancient British kings enjoying supreme authority over the whole island. He even supplies the name of his candidate for ‘the first king of Britaine who was crowned with a

  golden crowne’ and who had supposedly acceded to the throne in a year equivalent to 447 BC:




  

    

      Mulmucius began his reigne over the whole monarchie of Britain in the yeare of the world 3529, after the building of Rome 314 and after the delivrance of the Israelites out

      of captivitie 97, and about the 26 yeare of Darius Artaxerxes Longimanus, the fifth king of the Persians.28


    


  




  The evidence is obviously inconclusive. But if the Celtic tradition of High Kings held good in Éire, as it did at a later date in Scotland, it could conceivably have

  applied in some form in Celtic Albion.




  The numismatic evidence throws no light on that particular problem. But its contribution to the corpus of knowledge about this last, pre-Roman period is invaluable. Coins provide hard

  information, often about precise dates, specific locations, and particular rulers. Celtic coinage began its career in the fourth century BC with Continental copies of Greek

  originals. Many of these, together with Greek and Roman coins, found their way to the Isles. British coinage began its career early in the first century BC with Cantian-cast imitations of bronze coins from the Ambiana tribe in northern Gaul. The earliest known example, which bears no date or inscription, shows the splendid

  profile of a long-haired charioteer. Horses, in fact, were the favourite emblem. Albion was entering the money economy, or something quite like it. Six southern tribes opened their own mints.

  During Caesar’s Gallic wars, the circulation of coins suddenly increased. Uniface bronze staters of the Ambiani, otherwise classed as Gallo-Belgic E, have been described as ‘the sinews

  of the Belgian war effort’. Great quantities of them reached Albion, presumably in payment for the assistance which, as Caesar complained, the British tribes were giving to their Gallic

  kinsfolk. The bronze staters degenerated in weight and quality. Silver coins appeared.29




  After 51 BC the independent Gaulish mints were replaced by Roman ones. The British minters were left to their own devices. For some decades they were content with old

  designs. But in or about 10 BC Tasciovan, Chief of the Catuvellauni, took the signal step of striking a coin bearing his own name. By AD 10, after an

  interregnum, the mint at Camulodunum was turning out fine gold coins inscribed in full with CUNOBELINUS. One of its most impressive products took the form of a gold

  aureus bearing the head of the Emperor Augustus and the inscription AUGUSTUS DIVUS, ‘the Divine Augustus’. This was a clear sign

  that the Catuvellauni did indeed accept Roman overlordship at that time. Coins from the early part of Cunobelin’s reign carried the head of Augustus or Tiberius on the obverse, and some

  reference to CUN or CAM on the reverse. Nevertheless, by the end of his reign, Cunobelin had issued coins which, in addition to his own Romanized

  bust, bore the inscriptions either of CUNOBELINUS REX or of CUN. and TASCIO F – in other words,

  ‘King Cunobelin, son of Tasciovan’. Here was an indication that the ageing Cunobelin now wished to harness his legitimacy not to a Roman overlord but to his sovereign British

  pedigree.




  British coins of this era carry much information that cannot be found elsewhere. They have been invaluable, for instance, in establishing the line of succession of the various tribal dynasties.

  Several of the more obscure chiefs of the minor tribes, such as Volisios of the Coritani or Bodvoc of the Dobunni, would never have been heard of except for their coins. Still more important for

  the study of an illiterate society is the iconography. More than a thousand issues over a century and a half portray a vast array of tribal emblems, mythological figures, and artistic designs.

  There was the Wild Boar of the Iceni, the Eagle of Cantium, the Dragon of the Atrebates, the Vine Leaf of Verica, and any number of variants on warriors, horsemen,

  and charioteers. One finds dahlias and sunflowers, starfish and tridents, sphinxes, spirals, and even a human eye. Cunobelin alone was responsible for coins depicting ears of wheat, a sow, a lion,

  a butting bull, a two-headed Janus, a seated metalworker, and, of course, himself. Each of these vivid images carried religious or political symbolism that would not have been lost on their users.

  And often they were fashioned with exquisite artistry. Celtic coinage was once dismissed as crude and primitive. But experts now admire both the technical skill and the creative designs. The

  transformation of an elegant, classical Head of Apollo into an abstract composition of swirling tresses and compressed facial features is worthy of advanced modernism. The step-by-step stylization

  of a prancing horse from a realistic animal into a dismembered steed or an elongated line drawing would not have disgraced a Picasso. ‘Those Celtic designers knew exactly what they were

  doing.’ Every issue helps to define the personality of the people who made them. Even the mundane and the repetitive issues have a message to convey. As a leading numismatist remarked about

  the specially unremarkable coins of the Coritani:




  

    

      A Coritanian coin is unmistakeable; it can be told at a glance from all other Celtic coins. The coinage points to a people . . . lacking the more imaginative Celtic gifts,

      avoiding any temptations to flirt with Rome, but fully endowed with the technical skills of the time and place and pursuing its self-contained conservative cause.30


    


  




  How much poorer is our knowledge of those tribes, like the Parisii and the Brigantes, who never struck a coin of their own!




  Ancient Celtic civilization, like the languages which the Celts spoke, displays great diversity within the overarching framework of common traditions. Like the members of a

  family, the Celtic peoples were both recognizably similar and yet individually different. The great attractions of their ancient culture are only heightened by the air of mystery surrounding the

  lack of literary records.




  Ancient Celtic religion, for example, was governed by belief in a world filled with the supernatural and inhabited by a vast array of deities, by magical spells and curses and by tribal heroes.

  It assumed the existence of spiritual forces, both good and evil, and its complex rites and rituals were designed ‘to constrain the powers of magic to beneficent ends’. It had notheology in the conventional sense, no ethics beyond the realm of effective propitiation, and certainly no scriptures. It was enshrined in myth and legend. It had more in

  common with the Indo-European belief system of the ancient Hindus than with that of the contemporary Greeks and Romans.




  Indeed, misguided parallels with the classical world seem to be a major source of confusion. When the Romans encountered the Celts, and then conquered them, they assumed that the multiplicity of

  Celtic Gods was organized in a way similar to their own. Modern scholars with a classical education tend to do the same, or to suggest half-heartedly that the classical model ‘can be

  useful’. It can’t. Attempts to equate Lugh with Mercury, Maponos with Apollo, or Brigit with Mercury are wide of the mark. The Celts did recognize a pantheon of a sort, but it had few

  features in common with its Olympian counterpart. Considerable uncertainty surrounds the existence of a ‘Father of the Gods’ exercising supreme command. There was no central Celtic

  Olympos; and there were few specialized functions to which particular gods were allocated. For the Celtic concept of divinity encompassed a high-intensity magic which enabled the divine ones

  constantly to change the nature of their emanations. Four major features appear to have been at work.




  Firstly, through transmogrification or ‘shape-shifting’ – like Fintan who turned himself into a salmon – all deities had the ability to adopt zoomorphic forms according

  to the needs of the moment. Secondly, they indulged in triplicity, that is they used the ‘magic power of three’ to have three names, to present themselves in three different guises, or

  to be one part of a threefold collective. Thirdly, they gained or lost their position in the divine league in accordance with the shifting success or failure of their adherents. Fourthly, they

  frequently presented themselves in male and female pairs. The overall picture was one of incessant, kaleidoscopic change and baffling complexity. One historian, referring to the religion of the

  insular Celts, has called it ‘fertile chaos’.31




  The insular Celts recognized major gods who recurred throughout the Celtic world. Dagda, ‘the All-Competent’, ‘the Lord of Knowledge’, was a club-swinging giant of great

  strength. He is sometimes equated with the Dis-Pater of Gaul mentioned by Caesar, though the same claims are made for Cernunnos, ‘the Horned One’. Cernunnos was usually represented in a

  Buddha-like sitting posture, and he too carried a club. Lugh of the Longarm, ‘the Shining One’, was God of all arts and crafts. Known as Lugus in Gaul

  and as Lleu in Wales, he has left his mark in many Roman and modern place names from Lyons (Lugdunum) and Laon to Luguvallium (Carlisle), Léon in Spain, Leiden in Holland, and Legnica in

  Poland. He was patron of the summer harvest festival – in Irish Lugnasadh and in English Lammas. Epona, ‘the Divine Mare’, became popular with Roman cavalrymen stationed in Gaul,

  who took her cult to Rome. She was cognate with various other equine deities. There was also a ‘Raven Queen’, who wreaked havoc on the field of battle. In Éire, she was the

  triune Morrigan, who was interchangeable with Macha, Badb, and Nemain. She left one of her names at Ard Macha (Armagh), one of the oldest prehistoric sites on the Isles.




  At the same time, there were insular gods with no known Continental equivalent. Such was the magnanimous Lud, otherwise ‘Nud of the Silver Hand’, who in Albion may have acquired the

  status of supreme deity. According to later legend, a temple to Lud once occupied the present site of St Paul’s Cathedral in London, to which city he may possibly have bequeathed his name

  (Lud’s Fort). The derivation of Ludgate in London is more certain. Lud was later known in Wales as Lludd Llaw Ereint, where with Mordaf and Rhydderch he was a member of a triad, and in

  Éire as Nuade, where he had led the third invasion, that of the Dé Danann. As Nodens, he was co-opted by Roman soldiers in Britain who built a temple in his honour.32




  Rites and rituals were designed to keep the bewildering forces of the supernatural in check. The Celtic year was made up of propitious and unpropitious days, and of regular festivals. In Gaul,

  it is known from the famous Coligny Calendar, and in the Isles from Irish practices that have not entirely died out even today. The Festival of Samhain on 1 November is reflected in

  Hallowe’en and in the later Christian All Souls’ Day. It inspired annual tribal gatherings. It arose from a critical moment in the cycle of pastoral societies, when animals were

  slaughtered before the winter. At Tara in Éire, the High King took on the role of the Dagda by publicly copulating with a maiden incarnating the river deity, Boann (Goddess of the Boyne),

  thereby ensuring the survival of the seed until the next season. The early spring festival of Imbok on 1 February was prompted by the lactation of ewes. It is connected with the Sanskrit cult of

  Brhati, ‘the Exalted One’, with the Dagda’s daughter, Brigit, and of course with St Brigit’s Day. The Festival of Beltine on 1 May was marked by fire ceremonies and the

  fumigation of cattle, and Lugnasadh on 1 August by the onset of the harvest. Commentators note the contrast between Christian harvest festivals, which thank God

  after the event, and the pagan rites of propitiation, which have to be completed before it.




  Classical visitors entertained mixed feelings about Celtic practices. They were perfectly familiar with sacred groves, with votive offerings cast into holy lakes and wells, with sacrifices, and

  with the reading of the auguries. All such things could be seen in Rome itself. Yet two practices repeatedly provoked comment – the head cult, and the persistence of human sacrifice.




  The Celts believed that the essence of a person resided in the head. As a result, they paid special attention to head forms in their sculpture, and to skulls in their decorative motifs. Their

  warriors decapitated defeated enemies and slung their heads from their saddles. Further Celtic tradition held that particular gods could only be propitiated by particular forms of ritual murder

  – by drowning, hanging, or burning. This is attested by numerous and suitably grisly archaeological discoveries of the victims’ remains. Yet why it should have been found repellent by

  the Romans, who wallowed for centuries in public shows of mass killing, is not clear. At all events, the substitution of animal for human sacrifice in the Celtic world was at best partial. Ritual

  death even awaited the High Kings and tribal chiefs. Just as the young king was initiated by uniting with a nubile young woman, so a sick or ageing king had to face a violent end in the company of

  an old hag. In this way, the Celts gave expression to their own involvement in Nature’s cycles of death and renewal, of barrenness and fecundity.




  Over all such events, it was the corps of druids which presided. The druids, both male and female, formed a hierarchical caste, commanding the greatest authority in Celtic society. The etymology

  of their name is variously derived from ‘oak’ and ‘knowledge’. Guardians of the tribal lore, in which they were systematically trained for decades, they were priests,

  judges, magicians, shamans and healers, bards, seers, and diplomats – all rolled into one. Their decisions were paramount, and were enforced by spells and curses. They ruled the groves, gave

  orders to kings and warriors, and left the strongest of all romanticized legacies. The Isles were said by Caesar to be the greatest centre of their learning. And within the Isles, their most sacred

  groves were to found on the island of Mon. Their most famous representative has come down to us as Myrddin or Merlin. According to legend, before Albion was populated, it had been known as Clas

  Myrddin – ‘Merlin’s Grove’.




  

    

  




  Ancient Celtic society, as seen through Roman eyes, was a strange hierarchical mixture of nobles (who were not quite the landowning nobles of the Roman style), and ordinary people who were

  ‘almost in the position of slaves’. Clearly, a stratified order of some sort operated. But it could only have functioned by custom as opposed to formal law; and it did not conform to

  classical structures. The basic groupings were the túath,or territorial tribe, and the fine, or clan. At the top there stood a powerful caste of specialized warriors, from

  which the top rank of druids and the kings were chosen. In the middle there was a stratum of free commoners, among them farmers and craftsmen of special importance, such as ironworkers and

  blacksmiths. At the bottom, it has been suggested that the labour force was organized in a system of age-cohorts who worked their way through a succession of social tasks suitable to their age and

  strength, rather than in a permanent arrangement of fixed classes. If so, one might speculate that boys started work as shepherds, grooms, and cow-hands, young men hunted and trained in the arts of

  war, and older men reared horses or toiled in the fields and the mines. Girls and women would begin with child-minding, milking, and kitchen chores, would move into the adult occupations of

  child-rearing and gardening, and would finish as domestic cooks and matrons. Given the emphasis on tribal identity, it is highly probable that the collective realm dominated over the individual

  one. At harvest time, all hands were sent out to bring in the crops. In time of war, everyone stood at the disposal of the military leaders.




  One social institution of the ancient Celtic world, which attracted the attention of many observers, was the corps d’élite of ‘knights’ or ‘free

  nobles’. As early as the second century BC the ancient historian Polybius described what he wrongly took to be a separate tribe of Gaesetae, literally

  ‘spearmen’, who at the Battle of Telamon in 225 BC fought apart from the other Celtic warriors, and who were clearly highly motivated by religion. In all

  probability, this was the first recorded appearance of similar warrior bands who stayed on the scene until medieval times. They were highly trained, intensely indoctrinated by the druids, separated

  from the rest of the tribe, and sworn to defend each other and their chief to the death. They supplied the champions, both male and female, who were immortalized in legend. In Gaul, their prowess

  was noted by Caesar. In Éire they appear as the Fianna or ‘Fenians’, the High King’s bodyguard, reputedly founded c. 300 BC by the High King

  Fiachadh. Their daring deeds and the exploits of their champion, Fionn MacCumhaill or ‘Finn MacCool’, gave rise to the oldest of the Irish epic cycles. They were the prototypes of‘King Arthur’ and his ‘Knights of the Round Table’, who rode out to fame many centuries later.




  Ancient Celtic art survives mainly in the design and decoration of durable artefacts. Though there was no figurative representation, abstract patterns were preferred, and the shape of all

  figures became highly stylized in order to harmonize with the overall design. The essential components were drawn from a few basic shapes – spirals, interlacing, fretwork, and swastikas

  – which were woven together into an intricate curvilinear network. Stunning effects were obtained from the delicacy of line and the endless ingenuity of the variations. The main styles are

  inimitable, unmistakable. At one time, they were thought to be derivatives of superior classical design, but are now seen to be great art in their own right. The original input came as much from

  oriental, possibly from Scythian, as from Mediterranean inspiration. Celtic Art, wrote one of its most influential exponents, ‘is far from primitiveness and simplicity; is refined in thought

  and technique; elaborate and clever, full of paradoxes, restless, puzzlingly ambiguous, rational and irrational, dark and uncanny – far from the lovable humanity and transparency of Greek

  art’. Yet it is a real style, ‘the first great contribution of the barbarians to the European arts’. It is, in fact, both the antithesis and the equal of Classical Art – the

  first stage on the road to the Gothic, the Romantic, and the Modern.33




  From all that is known, music was no less prominent in Celtic consciousness than art and poetry. ‘The sound of song and of the harp filled Tara’s Halls.’ The Celtic harp, the

  telen, is still extant. But the music was lost on the ancient air.




  One must emphasize, of course, that it is wrong to present the ancient Celts as complete illiterates. Numerous inscriptions survive to show that the Celts were familiar with the alphabets of

  their neighbours. The druids of central Europe knew Greek letters. In Gaul and Iberia they were familiar with Latin letters, in northern Italy with Etruscan. After the Roman conquest of particular

  districts, bilingual epigraphy on funerary and religious monuments was not uncommon. In two places, however, the Celts developed writing systems of their own. On the confines of Italy and Gaul, one

  finds examples of the so-called Lepontine script.34 In Éire, from the end of the first millennium BC, one

  finds Ogam.35 For whatever reason, the Celts never put their knowledge of letters to the service of literature.




  Ancient Celtic literature is one of the marvels of civilization. By rights it should have been extinct long since, and unknown. But it isn’t. Its origins

  lie deep in pagan prehistory; and in ancient times it was never written down. Like its Homeric contemporary in Ancient Greece, it descended from an immemorial oral tradition where gods and myths

  and kings and heroes and tales and poetry all merged into one. In Gaul, Caesar’s men had listened to the fili, or bards, who had to memorize over two hundred epics before winning their

  full licence. Caesar reckoned that the druids had banned writing to preserve secrecy. In Gaul, Celtic literature died an early death thanks to the thorough Roman occupation, as it would do in Roman

  Britannia. But it survived in Éire, where the Romans never came and where it was given a final spin by the Christian monks who would finally write it down in the early Middle Ages. And it

  would survive with greater difficulty in Wales, which as a Roman military zone received only the lightest veneer of Latin culture. Most appropriately, the chief patron of Celtic poetry was Birgit,

  equally the Goddess of Hearth and Home, and as St Brigid, the leading patroness of Christian Ireland.




  By common consent, it is the four great literary cycles from Éire which form at once the largest and the oldest segment of the ancient Celtic corpus. They contain elements with the most

  archaic, Continental Celtic connections, elements adopted by the Celts from the pre-Celtic peoples of the Isles, and elements generated after the Celts’ arrival on the Isles. The so-called

  Mythological Cycle contains two works, the Dissenchus or ‘History of Places’ and the Leabhar Gabhála Éireann or ‘Book of Invasions of

  Éire’. The Ulster Cycle recounts the exploits of the Ulaidh or ‘Men of Ulster’, otherwise ‘the Red Branch Company’, under their king, Conchobar mac Nessa, and

  their champion, Cú Chulainn. The Fenian Cycle, as mentioned earlier, deals with the Fianna, the ‘Fenians’. In contrast with the Ulster Cycle, which was recited at royal feasts,

  it was said to be preferred by the common people. The fourth or Royal Cycle centres on Conn Cétchathach, alias ‘Conn of the Hundred Battles’, and on Cormac mac Airt, both of whom

  make journeys to the underworld. The youngest of the four cycles, it deals principally with events of the early Christian era.36




  Not that any strict chronology can be easily established. Each of the cycles contains episodes from widely separate periods, and each of them evolved over many centuries, if not millennia. Even

  so, many of the actions described, from tribal warfare to cattle-raiding and horse-stealing, belonged to a way of life that was almost timeless. It is often superfluous to know whether a particular

  battle or hero has been placed by the experts in the third century BC or the third century ad. The ‘Heroic Age’ has no clear

  beginning and no clear end. One could argue that the traditions first embodied in Cú Chulainn continued in unbroken line until the last tragic stand of the clansmen at Culloden in 1746 (see

  Chapter Nine). They certainly survived in institutional form in Ireland until the suppression of the bardic schools by Cromwell (see Chapter Eight).




  It is in this context that the action of the Táin Bó Cuailgne, the central story in the Ulster Cycle, unfolds. Claims are made that it is absolutely the oldest fragment of

  West European literature. Cattle-raiding was endemic among the pastoral tribes of the north. It provided a few days or weeks of excitement amidst months of lonely herding, and the occasion for

  deeds of courage, honour, and treachery. In this instance, the raid was mounted by the Men of Connaught in the west led by their King Ailill and his ferocious Queen, Medb. Their aim is to capture

  the fabulous Bull of Cooley – Cooley being a district on the eastern coast of Ulster. It all began when the royal couple of Connaught quarrelled over which of them was wealthier.




  

    

      It happened once, when Ailill and Medb were in their royal bedchamber at Cruachan, that they fell into argument.




      —‘It is true what they say,’ declared Ailill, ‘that a rich man’s wife enjoys a life of comfort. I was just thinking how much better off you are

      today with me than on the day I married you...’




      —‘That’s not how it was at all,’ retorted Medb. ‘My father was Eochaid, King of Ireland, and of all of his six daughters . . . I was the best

      at fighting and the most generous. I had fifteen hundred soldiers in my pay ... My father gave me a province to rule on my own ... As for suitors, I was wooed by [five kings] . . . When I chose

      you, I showered you with gifts . . . I gave you a splendid chariot with seven serving-maids, and the width of your face in red gold . . . You are nothing more than a kept man.’




      —‘That’s a lie. I, too, am the son of a king, and my two brothers are kings...’




      —‘The fact remains,’ said Medb, ‘that my riches far outweigh yours.’




      —‘Never,’ cried Ailill. ‘No one has a greater treasure than I.’




      —‘Very well,’ Medb challenged, ‘let us put it to the test!’37


    


  




  When all the cattle and jewels of the king and queen were counted, they were found to be exactly equal, except for one item. The Queen’s great bull was missing. So, to get

  even with her husband, she resolved to steal the Bull of Cooley from the Ulstermen.




  




  Medb is confident of success. She has paralysed the Men of Ulster with a curse. Surely, they cannot resist. But as she prepares to leave, she encounters a prophetess who foresees disaster:




  

    

      The young woman was sitting on the shaft of a chariot, staring at her. She had golden hair, and a cloak of many colours . . . Her skin was as pale as the snow of a single

      night, her eyes had triple irises, and her voice was like the gentle strumming of a harp. In her hand, she held a sword of white bronze, which she turned around as if weaving a web...




      —‘What is your name, young maiden?’




      —‘I am Fedelm, the Prophetess of Connaught.’




      —‘And where have you come from?’ asked Medb.




      —‘From [across the northern water], where I learned to read the signs...’




      —‘Then look into the future, and tell what you see for my people.’ The girl obeyed and said, ‘I see crimson on them. I see red.’




      —‘That cannot be,’ answered Medb, ‘for Conchabar lies stricken at Emain Macha . . . We have nothing to fear from the Ulstermen...’




      —‘I see crimson on them. I see red,’ the girl repeated.




      —‘Impossible!’ said Medb once again . . . ‘Look again, maiden.’...




      —‘I see crimson on them. I see red,’ uttered the girl for the final time.




      —‘I see a man, low in stature, performing great feats of arms. I see many wounds on his smooth skin, but victory on his brow. He is young, beautiful, modest to

      women, and fierce as a dragon. I do not know him . . . but he will redden the men of your army with their own blood. The dead will lie thick on the ground, and he will carry away many

      heads.’ 38


    


  




  The beautiful young man is, of course, Cú Chulainn, who holds Medb’s army at bay single-handedly until his countrymen recover from the curse. And on it goes, for

  thousands upon thousands of lines of epic verse. The Irish monk who wrote it all down, perhaps in the ninth century, added his own Latin gloss at the end:




  

    

      I, who copied this history down, or rather this fantasy, do not believe in all the details. Several things in it are devilish lies. Others are the invention of poets. And

      others again have been thought up for the entertainment of idiots.39


    


  




  

    

  




  The final act of independent Albion closed in the last year of King Cunobelin (d. AD 42) and the second year of the Roman Emperor Claudius (r.

  AD 41–54). The rich and powerful tribes of the south-east, like the Catuvellauni, were chafing under their nominal alliance with Rome. At the same time, they had been

  using their muscle at the expense of their neighbours. Once again, exiled British chiefs had appeared in the imperial court seeking the aid of the legions in Gaul. The Cantians, in particular,

  harboured a strong sense of grievance; and they controlled the prospective landing beaches. They knew that a serious feud at Camulodunum was dividing the sons of Cunobelin, who was on his deathbed.

  When he died, he left his kingdom to his two younger sons, Caractacus and Togodamnos. The eldest son, Adminius, fled to Gaul.




  Unlike Caesar, Claudius did not see the troubles of Albion as a threat to his security. But he was eager for glory, and he listened to the blandishments of courtiers eager to please. So he gave

  the fateful order for the legions to sail. The Celts of Éire were not in his sights. They would remain masters of their fate for a thousand years more. But most of the Britons of Albion

  would never be free again.




  

     

  




  EVEN THOUGH THE ANCIENT CELTS were the earliest group of ethnically and culturally identifiable

  inhabitants of the Isles, few general histories pay them much attention. Most histories of ‘England’, ‘Britain’, or ‘the British Isles’ begin with the coming of

  the Romans, starting either with Caesar’s expeditions in 55 and 54 BC or with the Claudian conquest. The preceding period of the Celtic supremacy, which lasted for the

  same length of time as that dividing Claudius from Bede or Tony Blair from the Black Prince, is usually glossed over or simply cut. At the most, it is treated as a hurried prelude to the more

  important things that follow. The prestigious Oxford History of England series is a good case in point. The editors have had two attempts to produce the opening volume on Roman Britain, but

  they have not thought fit to recast their scheme in order to take in the pre-Roman period. They show no real interest in the heritage of the Celts per se.40




  One reason for this neglect lies in the fact that the pre-Roman era is usually judged to belong to prehistory rather than to history. After all, students of Roman Britain can read the works of

  classical authors, starting with Caesar himself. Students of the ancient Celts, in contrast, are struggling almost exclusively in the realms of archaeology and mythology. The distinction, however,

  hardly holds up to examination. Archaeology is vital to the study of Roman Britain, as mythology is to the study of early Anglo-Saxon England. No native documentary sources exist from any period

  prior to the late sixth and early seventh centuries. In which case, if historical sources are to be the criterion, no history of the Isles should start before the second half of the first

  millennium AD.




  Three further factors may have contributed to the exclusion of the Celtic Supremacy from mainstream history. One of these relates to classical prejudices, a second to the predilections of

  archaeology, a third to the peculiar development of Celtic Studies. Yet the net result can hardly be contested. As the authors of a long-running and well-respected textbook of British history once

  put it:




  

    

      . . . about the time that Alexander the Great was revealing the East to the eager curiosity of the Greeks, Pytheas was introducing Britain to the civilized world. Little did the half-barbaric islanders realise what this meant. Nor could they foresee . . . that there would be a time when educated Englishmen would know far

      more about Ancient Greece than about Ancient Britain.41


    


  




  So long as classical education and classical prejudices prevailed, educated Englishmen inevitably saw Ancient Britain as an alien land.




  Archaeology has advanced very far from the amateurish digs and guesses which still prevailed only a century ago. Yet archaeologists are reluctant to enter those realms of research and

  speculation in which their well-tried scientific methodology is not relevant. On the Ancient Celts, for example, the leading authority to approach the subject from the archaeological standpoint

  presents a magnificent illustrated volume where the reader can taste everything except myth and literature. A short passage which briefly mentions the contents of the Ulster Cycle is followed by

  another dismissing claims about the Cycle’s prehistoric pedigree. The opinion of one scholar, who has studied ‘the material culture’ in the Cycle and takes it to be connected to

  ‘the Dark Ages’, is preferred to rival views holding the Cycle to be ‘A Window on the Iron Age’. 42 The gulf between

  the materialists and the culturalists is deep. Indeed, there are scholars who suggest that the ancient Celts are nothing more than a modern invention. ‘More and more archaeologists are

  concluding’, said one of them, ‘that the Ancient Celts as usually conceived never really existed.’43




  The important thing to realize here is that the findings of archaeology, like those of any other scientific subject, can sometimes be used for entirely unscientific purposes. Archaeology does

  not operate in a neutral, sterile environment. It is subject to pressure from all sorts of political and ethnic interests, eager to find confirmation of the particular results they seek.44 There are archaeologists working with the Celtophiles, and others working against them, often suspected of dire English nationalism.45 The idea that archaeology is a neutral science is a mirage.




  A rare if not exceptional attempt to bridge the gulf between archaeology and philology was made by Professor Colin Renfrew in a study in which the puzzle of the ancient Celts takes a prominent

  place. Renfrew supports a very early date for the emergence of the insular Celts, quoting with approval fellow prehistorians whose linguistic arguments seem to underpin his own archaeological

  conclusions:




  

    

      If the earliest Celtic settlements date from the Bronze Age, the question whether the invaders were Goidels or Brythons does not arise.

      Linguistic innovations that distinguish the Brythons may be much later, some of them innovations (u > i; qu > p) which spread from some centres on the continent and never reached the

      ‘lateral’ areas of Ireland and Spain.46


    


  




  It is not unfair to suggest that such interdisciplinary observations are not enough.




  Celtic Studies, too, have tended to develop inside their own watertight compartment. For many centuries they were the exclusive concern of local Celtic communities. Irish monks copied and

  studied the remnants of ancient Irish literature. Welsh monks and Gaelic monks preserved the Welsh and the Scots-Gaelic heritage. Modern Celts virtually monopolize modern Celtic Studies.




  Most famous of the historically minded monks who set out to preserve the ancient Celtic heritage for posterity was the Breton Galfridus (d. 1100), better known as Geoffrey of Monmouth. His

  Historia Regum Britanniae (‘History of the Kings of Britain’), which was written in Oxford Castle in 1138–9, claims to be based on an ancient manuscript from Brittany.

  There is little evidence for this. Like its Irish counterparts, the Historia is an inimitable mélange of improbable legends, classical accretions, vivid fantasy, and a residue of

  conceivably historical fact. It traces the story from the first alleged monarch, Brute or Brutus, a survivor of the Trojan War, to the seventh-century Welsh Prince Cadwaladr:




  

    

      Britain, best of islands, lieth in the Western Ocean betwixt Gaul and Ireland, and containeth eight hundred miles in length and two hundred in breadth. Whatsoever is fitting

      for the use of mortal men the island doth afford in unfailing plenty...




      Brute chose . . . to set sail in quest of the island which the divine monition had prophesied should be his own . . . and after loading his ships with all the treasures and luxuries he had

      acquired, he re-embarked and with a prosperous wind sought the promised island, where he landed at last in safety at Totnes.




      At that time, the name of the island was Albion, and none of it was inhabited save a few giants. Nonetheless, the pleasant aspect of the land . . . did fill Brute and his companions with no

      small desire that they should dwell therein. Wherefore, . . . after exploring certain districts they drove the giants to take refuge in the caverns of the mountains, and divided the country

      among them by lot . . . They began to till the fields and to build them houses in such sort that after a brief space ye might have thought it inhabited since

      time immemorial. Then at last Brute calleth the island Britain, and his companions Britons after his own name . . . Wherefore afterward, the country speech, which aforetime had been called

      Trojan or crooked Greek, was called British.47


    


  




  Galfridus produced a similarly implausible explanation for the origins and naming of London:




  

    

      After that he had seen his kingdom, Brute was minded to build him a chief city . . . When he came to the river Thames, he walked along the banks till he found the spot very

      best suited to his purpose. He therefore founded his city there and called it New Troy . . . By this name it was known for many ages until at last, by corruption of the word, it became

      Trinovantum...




      But afterward Lud, the brother of Cassibellaunas, who fought with Julius Caesar . . . surrounded the city with right noble walls . . . commending that it be called Kaerlud, that is

      ‘City of Lud’ . . . and after that, by corruption of the name Kaerlondon. In a later day, by the changing of the tongues it was called London, and yet later, after the landing of

      the foreign folk . . . hath it been called Londres. 48


    


  




  The amateur etymology of Galfridus was no more convincing than his historical fact-checking. His work was soon condemned as inaccurate, notably by William of Newburgh (d. 1198). But its

  colourful narrative continued to attract readers, and, in the absence of more authoritative accounts, to exercise wide influence. Twice translated into Anglo-Norman, it became a popular historical

  text for the French-speaking elite of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and a major source for later chroniclers such as Laæamon, Higden, and Holinshed. It was Galfridus who fixed the

  association between the history of the Ancient Britons and fanciful storytelling. Such, after all, was the Celtic style. Shakespeare inherited the association at several stages removed; and it was

  perhaps no accident that the greatest of his three ‘British’ plays, King Lear, deals with the theme of madness. The most important achievement of Galfridus, however, was to

  establish the general chronology. For all his faults as a historian, Galfridus taught generations of readers that before the Normans, before the Anglo-Saxons, and before the Romans, the Isles were

  ruled and inhabited by ancient Celts and Britons. As the influence of the surviving Celts declined, that basic information was invaluable.




  In modern times, when antiquaries, scholars, and collectors took a  renewed interest, the only people with the necessary linguistic qualifications belonged to

  families of Celtic descent. In Ireland, the Franciscan friar Michael O’Clerigh (d. 1636) compiled The Annals of the Four Masters with the deliberate purpose of combating the hostile

  stereotypes of the ‘Wild Irish’ which were circulating in the works of Tudor and Jacobean propagandists.




  In England, the great pioneer is generally taken to be Edward Lluyd or Lloyd (1660–1709), an Oswestry man, who became a Fellow of Jesus College, Oxford, and sometime keeper of the

  Ashmolean Museum. Lluyd travelled widely in Ireland, Wales, the Scottish Highlands, and Brittany, collecting antiquities, manuscripts, folklore, and linguistic information. His Archæologia

  Britannica (1707) is often regarded as the founding survey of Celtic studies. It contains a fundamental chapter classifying Q-Celtic and P-Celtic. Typically, after Lluyd died young and in

  poverty the University of Oxford sold off his effects to pay his debts. These effects included the sole original manuscripts both of the Book of Leinster and the Yellow Book of Lecan,

  now in the library of Trinity College, Dublin. Since most of Lluyd’s papers remained unpublished, his work was less well known than that of a far less reliable contemporary, Theophilus Evans,

  whose gushing epic Drych y Prif Oesoedd (‘The Mirror of Past Ages’, 1716) tried to link historical Wales with the Tower of Babel. ‘The Welsh were for generations to view

  their past through the romantic eyes of . . . Evans rather than through the scholarly eyes of Lluyd.’49 Another of Lluyd’s

  contemporaries and an acquaintance at Oxford, John Toland (1670–1722), was a native Irish speaker and a philosopher-theologian who invented the concept of ‘pantheism’. He may be

  regarded as the pioneer of the return to religion’s pre-Christian, Celtic roots.50




  In Scotland, apart from the Revd James Macpherson and his scam on Ossian (see pages 104–5), pride of place must go to three historians all by the name of Robertson – William

  Robertson (1721–93), friend of Gibbon and author of The History of Scotland (1760), James B. Robertson (1800–77), professor at the Catholic University of Dublin, and Eben W.

  Robertson (1815–74), a resident of England, and author of Scotland Under her Early Kings to the Thirteenth Century (1862). This last work was bitterly attacked by the English historian

  Freeman for daring to suggest that the early Scots kings enjoyed independent status.




  In that same period, both government policies and the new ideas of the Enlightenment combined to provoke a distinct Celtic Revival. The repression of the Jacobite Risings in Scotland, the

  continuing injustices of English rule in Ireland, and the official neglect of Welsh culture in Wales had created a growing store of resentments. And the assertions

  of learned men that the humiliation of the non-English peoples was a necessary stage in the march of progress only added insult to injury. Ireland, in particular, was parodied as a savage land of

  bogs and bards.




  One reaction, led by the Revd Dr William Stukeley (1687–1765), Rector of Stamford, was to revive the cult of the druids. Stukeley, who had visited Stonehenge, convinced himself that

  druidism was the aboriginal religion of the Isles, and he laid out a druidical temple in his garden, replete with an old apple tree overgrown with mistletoe. He was the pioneer of all the

  pseudo-druidical orders of modern times. His friends called him ‘Arch-Druid Chyndonax’. After Culloden, they saw Stukeley’s next garden adorned with a memorial gate to the

  ’45 and a statue to Flora Macdonald. Stukeley was an eccentric; and he was clearly in error on many issues, not least on his fatal link between the druids and Stonehenge. But his numerous

  publications promoted an important trend which held that the Celtic past was worth studying.51




  Another reaction was to take an interest in Celtic poetry. All over the Isles, the Celtic bardic tradition was singled out as a source of illiterate superstition and sedition until Celtophiles

  pointed out that the savagery was not quite so one-sided. An ode by Thomas Gray to The Bard (1757) struck a defiant note, though it spread the wrong-headed idea that the medieval English

  conquest of Wales was attended by a massacre of bards. It coincided very closely with the publication of Macpherson’s pseudo-Ossianic Fragments of Ancient Poetry Collected in the

  Highlands . . . (1759). Both found their admirers; but both were comprehensively panned, notably by Dr Johnson. Johnson’s own Journey to the Western Islands (1775), together with

  Boswell’s Journal of the same tour, acted as catalysts to the debate.




  Protests against the denigration of the bards came thick and strong. Learned Scots writers like Donald McNicol in his Remarks... (1779) questioned Johnson’s good faith. ‘[

  Johnson] systematically discredits “the Poems of Ossian – the whole Gallic language – our seminaries of learning”, he fumed, “and the veracity of all Scotch and

  particularly Highland narration. The utter extinction of the two former seems to have been the principal motive of [his] journey.’52

  Welsh writers moved to assist on the other flank. Evan Evans (1731–89), defending Gray’s ode, published his Paraphrase of the 137th Psalm Alluding to the Captivity of the Welsh Bards

  by King Edward I, following it with his patriotic defence of Wales, The Love of Our Country (1772). The harpist and antiquary Edward Jones

  (1752–1824) published his collected Musical and Poetical Relicks of the Welsh Bards (1784). To cap it all, a Celtic Harpists’ Festival was organized in Belfast on Bastille Day

  1792 – ‘to revive and perpetuate the ancient Music and Poetry of Ireland’. The Ancient Celts were at last finding their modern advocates and admirers. Cromwell’s forcible

  closure of the bardic schools in Ireland had not achieved its goal.




  Yet the process went further. The modest Celtic Revival of the late eighteenth century was to have a long-term effect on nascent national feelings in Ireland, Scotland, and Wales. (See Chapter

  Ten.) But it was also to leave a strong mark on English literature. By contesting the all-powerful rationalism of the Enlightenment, and by cultivating ‘the mystical and the sublime’,

  it took a giant step in the direction of Romanticism. By 1789 William Blake had already penned his own song to ‘The Voice of the Ancient Bard’:




  

    

      Youth of delight, come hither,


      And see the opening morn,


      Image of truth new born.


      Doubt is fled, & clouds of reason,


      Dark disputes & artful teazing.


      Folly is an endless maze,


      Tangled roots perplex her ways,


      How many have fallen there!


      They stumble all night over bones of the dead


      And feel they know now what but care


      And wish to lead others when they should be led.53


    


  




  Celtic mysticism was finally flowing into the English stream.




  The credentials of the Celtic Revival have naturally been called into question. Not content with the manifest truth that the Celtic Revival, like all revivalist movements, contained its share of

  exaggeration and wishful thinking, the Celtophobes are apt to suggest that its advocates were engaged in the romantic creation of an imaginary past, not in the rediscovery of a historic past

  – in short, in the propagation of a myth. The Ancient Celts, they would argue, belong to an ‘invented tradition’.54




  Nonetheless, by the nineteenth century Celtic archaeology, Celtic languages, and Celtic literature had all found their place in British academic life. They are now underpinned by a proliferation

  of distinguished academic journals, and by an array of distinguished university chairs. They were given a major boost by the rise of cultural nationalism,

  especially in Ireland and Wales, by the work of bodies such as the Irish Archaeological and Celtic Society (1853) and the Cambrian Archaeological Association (1846), and by the foundation of new

  universities such as the (Catholic) University of Dublin (1855) and the University of Wales, Lampeter (1827). Scottish interest in Scotland’s Gaelic heritage was first frowned on by the

  British Establishment then adapted in a particularly false and sentimental embrace. (See Chapter Nine.) In Ireland, interest in the Gaelic past by W. B. Yeats in The Celtic Twilight (1893)

  was a landmark event. Another landmark in the subject occurred in 1911 with the publication in the influential Eleventh Edition of the Encyclopædia Britannica of a huge and erudite

  entry on ‘The Celts’. The author was Edmund Crosby Quiggin, a rising star from the new Department of Celtic and Anglo-Saxon Studies at Cambridge, who died tragically young.55
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