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Introduction

The Vikings first set foot in England in the year 787 near Portland on the south coast, in what was then the kingdom of Wessex. As they came ashore, a local official called Beaduheard walked up to their leader and explained that under government regulations they had to pay docking duties. The chief Viking put an axe through his head. Or, as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reported, “the reeve rode thither and tried to compel them to go to the royal manor, for he did not know what they were; and then they slew him.”1 Community relations were off to a tricky start.

It was the first of many such cultural misunderstandings: six years later, the Vikings attacked the holy island of Lindisfarne in the northern kingdom of Northumbria, killing a number of monks and taking the others off to a presumably grim life of slavery. The Lindisfarne massacre took place on June 8, 793, the feast day of Medard, patron saint of toothaches and the weather, and followed some bad omens of comets, whirlwinds, and fiery dragons seen in the sky. It was said in Europe that bad weather on St. Medard’s Day would result in weeks of the same, so it was considered a terrible omen for the heathens to attack; worse still, earlier in 793, people in York had seen blood dripping from the roof of St. Peter’s church.

The Portland reeve and his new Viking friends, who were probably from Horthaland or Hardanger Ford in Norway, would have been able to understand each other because the Anglo-Saxons were themselves pagan invaders from Scandinavia only three and a half centuries earlier, and the native Britons had then viewed their arrival with a similar lack of enthusiasm.

Although the Vikings soon disappeared from the coast of England for a few decades, the raiders returned in the 830s and the number of attacks increased as the ninth century dragged on, so that by the year 871 three of England’s four kingdoms had been conquered; the last, Wessex, was poised to collapse as large Danish armies overwhelmed far smaller and less organized groups of natives. It was at this point that fate pushed forward a man who would shape an entire nation’s history.

England may have never come to exist were it not for this one man, and it is with good reason that Alfred is the only English king to be known as “the Great.”2 He fought off the Danes; he unified England (well, sort of); he helped found a common law for everyone; he built towns for the first time since the Romans left; he introduced a navy; and most of all, he encouraged education and the arts in a country just emerging from centuries of illiteracy. Having learned to read in adulthood, King Alfred personally translated Latin texts into English and was the only king to write anything before Henry VIII, and the only European ruler between the second and thirteenth centuries to write on the philosophy of kingship.3

What’s more surprising is that Alfred, the fifth and youngest son of King Ethelwulf, was a sickly and neurotic individual who comes across almost as a Woody Allen figure thrown into the horror of early medieval battle, forced to flee from these marauding Nordic maniacs. As he wrote much later in his translation of the Roman book On the Consolation of Philosophy, “the greatness of this earthly power never will please me, nor did I altogether very much yearn after this earthly authority.” He would much rather have been a scholar stuck in a monastery reading the Bible and making beer.

After coming to the throne, Alfred would spend the next seven years on the run, eventually living out in a swamp, and on several occasions was almost captured—and considering that two of the other English kings in the past decade had been tortured to death, it was not an attractive prospect. He also had an extremely painful chronic stomach condition throughout his adult life, as if life wasn’t terrible enough. Yet by the time he died, in 899, Wessex was safe, half of the neighboring kingdom of Mercia had been taken back from the Vikings, the derelict Roman city of London was rebuilt, and Alfred’s family were well on the way to conquering all of England. His grandson Athelstan would finish the job twenty-eight years later, uniting the country under borders that remain roughly the same today. By the end of the millennium, “Englalond” was perhaps the most sophisticated society in western Europe, with the currency it still has today, the beginnings of a jury system, and a flourishing, highly literate Church.

It was a far cry from its origins a few centuries earlier, during a period usually called the Dark Ages.


CHAPTER ONE

Rome Answers the Prayers of the Britons. No, Says Rome

“The groans of the Britons … The barbarians drive us to the sea, the sea drives us to the barbarians; between these two means of death, we are either killed or drowned.” So wrote the leaders of the province of Britannia in their final appeal to the Romans around the middle of the fifth century.

This message was recorded by Gildas, a depressive sixth-century British monk who chronicled the collapse of the country in his rather downbeat book (as hinted at by its title) The Ruin and Conquest of Britain. The barbarians he spoke of were raiders from across the North Sea, whom Gildas would have called Saesneg or Garman (Germans) but have become known to us as Anglo-Saxons. The first chapter in the history of England begins with these invaders who, three and a half-centuries later, faced the same fate themselves at the hands of a new wave of scary barbarians.

The story behind the Saxon and Viking invasions is told in The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, one of two works commissioned by King Alfred in the ninth century, the other being a biography written by a Welsh monk called Asser. Both books painted Alfred rather heroically, but even taking aside any bias, we know that when he came to power Anglo-Saxon England was almost finished, and when he died Alfred had established a dynasty whose descendants still rule England today. In creating laws and in bringing the country under the influence of the Latin cultural world, he also set the ground for the English political and legal system.

Asser was a Welsh monk hired by Alfred during a relatively peaceful period of his rule, which was otherwise mainly characterized by Viking attacks. Asser’s biography begins in the biblical style by explaining the king’s descent: Alfred was the son of King Ethelwulf of Wessex, who was son of King Egbert, and so on, going back to the earliest rulers of the kingdom, a line which starts with the semi-mythical Cerdic in the sixth century. Cerdic, although his existence is somewhat doubted, was said to be the founder of the Kingdom of the West Saxons, sailing over from Germany and arriving in Hampshire in 495. Through Cerdic, Asser traced Alfred’s line back to Woden and Geat and various other mythical Germanic figures on the continent, before the family tree inexplicably joins up to the Biblical line of Seth and Noah and all the way back to Adam.

The Angles and Saxons who conquered most of what was then the Roman province of Britannia were illiterate, and so their earliest history was recorded by their enemies and victims, the Britons, who unsurprisingly did not give them a very good press. Gildas described the arrival of the Saxons as being like “a pack of cubs” followed by “a larger troop of satellite dogs.” The words of help he recalled about the groans of the Britons were sent probably in AD 449 to Agitius, consul of Rome, in an appeal for help against the barbarian invaders. The Romans answered their prayers. But unfortunately the answer was “no,” or more precisely “look after your own affairs.”

Writing in the following century, and from the relative safety of Armorica, where many Britons had fled (which is why it is now called Brittany, and has among the highest rates of alcoholism in France), Gildas penned his book, which curses not just the Saxons but the various rulers who had brought disaster on Britain. Among these are Constantine, “the tyrannical whelp of the unclean lioness of Damnonia,” “thou bear” Cuneglasse, whoever he was, and another, Maglocune, who he calls the “dragon of the island.” Gildas wrote how “the first wave landed on the eastern side of the island … and there they fixed their terrible claws, as if to defend the country, but in fact to attack it. Their German mother-land, seeing them successfully installed, dispatched a wonderful collection of hangers-on and dogs, who, arriving by the boatload, joined up with their misbegotten comrades.” He also quoted liberally from the Book of Revelations, the Biblical book of choice for all lunatics down the ages,4 and his prose sometimes gets a little heated. Gildas was a sort of proto-doom-mongering newspaper columnist predicting everything was going to the dogs; and of course, he was completely right—Britain was doomed.

It was a hardly the best of times for anyone. The map of Europe at the end of the fourth century resembles a chaotic weather chart, full of arrows that record the movements of various tribes making their way across the continent in enormous war bands of up to 80,000 people. The Vandals came from what is now Poland and travelled to Germany, then France and down to Spain, before crossing over to Tunisia and then to Sicily, eventually sacking Rome in 455; their name survives in Andalucía (and for someone who mindlessly smashes things up, although by most accounts they weren’t the worst). The Visigoths started out in Romania and invaded Greece before landing in southern Italy and going up and down the entire length of the country and then settling in central Spain, where they ruled for several centuries, abandoning paganism and becoming enthusiastically intolerant Christians. And while the Black Sea was being raided by Goths and Heruls from Scandinavia as far back as the third century, the northern shore of the European empire in what is now Belgium was attacked by a “confederation of many tribes” that called themselves the Franks. The Romans eventually regained control, and both sides of the English Channel were put under a military command who built what are called Saxon Shore-forts, most likely by employing barbarians from Saxony to protect the region; eventually large numbers of Saxons were used to defend Britain from other alarming long-haired Germans.

However, the Huns were the most adventurous, and terrifying, of the barbarians, originating in central Asia and travelling across the vast steppes of Russia before reaching Transylvania, where they split up, one group arriving somewhere near Paris and the other invading Italy. Even the sort of grunting, hairy-faced Goths and Vandals who gave Romans sleepless nights were themselves terrified of the Huns, who had introduced the stirrups from central Asia and so vastly increased the area horsemen could cross. This only encouraged further Germanic expansion into Roman territory, as generally the Huns didn’t make very good neighbors.

Why was Rome collapsing? There were a number of reasons, but the decline was so slow and the argument so controversial you could write a six-volume book about it. The empire had problems with inflation, it had problems with powerful generals starting civil wars, it had a massive problem with birth rates, and with the barbarian tribes on its doorstep, who had become too numerous to deal with.

Bit by bit distant parts of the western empire began to be settled by Germans, with the Romans no longer having the strength to oppose them. Now what the Britons found was that top of the “what the Romans did for us” list was “security.” To the north, the Picts, distantly related to the Britons, though not close enough to be invited over for Christmas, had been kept out for four centuries by the Roman army stationed on Hadrian’s Wall. But with the imperial army gone, they began raiding and pillaging from their Caledonian homeland into what had been the province of Britannia. The Britons asked the imperial army to help them, but Emperor Honorius had his own problems, as the Visigoths had just sacked Rome and kidnapped his aunt.

And while Romans cried laments about the ruin of their crops and the slaughter of their families, other people had to deal with climate change as well. At the very north of Germany was the region of Angeln, the “thin peninsula,” low lying and prone to floods, and unfortunately during this period there was a rise in temperatures called the Little Climatic Optimum; tribes in the Low Countries tried to get around the problem by building their homes on artificial mounds, but eventually even they fled.

To the south of Angeln lived the Saxons, named after the scramaseax, a type of battle knife they used, and to the north the Jutes; all three tribes (we can guess) faced population pressure at home that made crossing the freezing North Sea to fight Caledonians seem like an attractive prospect. And luckily the collapse of Western civilization brought with it certain job opportunities in what we’d now call the security industry.

Unable to defend themselves from the maniacs on their border, the British leaders decided that the best way to get rid of scary barbarians was to hire other scary barbarians to fight them—German mercenaries from Angeln. A foolproof plan, and one that made sense at the time; the Romans had been using Saxons as hired muscle for centuries, so they were thought to be hardworking, trustworthy, and, best of all, very cheap. They were the first economic migrants hired to do work that the natives wouldn’t do themselves.

There had been a large German community in Norfolk as far as back as AD 320, while Germans of various sorts had been fighting in the Roman army in Britain for far longer, although not with entirely successful results. One of the first mention of Germans on the island dates from AD 83, when some conscripts murdered their commanding officer and other regular soldiers, stole three ships, and tried to sail home around Scotland. They were shipwrecked along the way and reduced to eating each other, and when the survivors got home to the Rhineland they were kidnapped by their own people and sold as slaves—to the Romans. How they must have laughed at the irony.

Once the Romans left, the Britons also descended into fighting among themselves, and a series of king-warlords emerged, some of whose names have survived in legend, among them Old King Cole. Cole, or Coel Hen, may have been a Roman general-turned-usurper (there were plenty of these around) or a native Briton ruling the area known as Hen Ogledd in Welsh, “old north”—that is, northern England and southern Scotland. How a barely historical king living in the fifth century ended up as a popular nursery rhyme in the early eighteenth century is a bit of a mystery, but it was certainly around in Welsh by around 1200.

About a century later, a far more influential figure called Wyrtgeorn or Vortigen emerged, although “Vortigen” most likely just means “king”; his full title, according to Gildas, was “Vortigen of the repulsive mouth.” Gildas wasn’t a fan.

Vortigen’s handling of these admittedly challenging times seems to have fallen short of ideal; either in AD 430 or 449 he hired three boatloads of poor, hungry, and violent Jutes, led by two brothers called Horsa and Hengest, “the Horse and the Stallion,” to fight the Picts. The mercenaries arrived in the former Roman province of Cantium and brought with them some of their women folk, including Hengest’s daughter Rowena, said to be a great beauty (or at least by the standards of the Dark Ages, which presumably weren’t very high). According to legend, Vortigen fell in love with the girl and offered the Jutes the Isle of Thanet (then with the far more Welsh sounding name Ynys Ruym) if he could win her heart. The tough guys did their job, Vortigen got his girl, and the Jutes were given the small island. (It should be noted for the sake of pedants that this story is probably entirely fictitious, in fact almost certainly so.)

The next time the Jutes returned with twenty boats, and soon after with sixty. At this point, some of the more pessimistic natives must have wondered if they weren’t a bit overstaffed on the mercenary front, and whether in fact something slightly sinister might be going on. Vortigen told the Germans they were no longer needed and to go elsewhere, refusing to pay them anymore; the Jutes now rebelled and overran the whole of Cantium, or Kent as they called it, and, to make things worse, the Picts joined up with the same people who had been paid to attack them.

According to legend, the Jutes and Britons agreed to meet for peace talks, with 300 unarmed men on each side, but before any sort of road map for peace could be laid out, Hengest and his men took out their concealed daggers and massacred all the Britons, except (conveniently) Vortigen. The talks were therefore concluded. Presumably this was how Vortigen explained the story, which became known as the Treachery of the Long Knives, when he later turned up in Wales, and since the Jutes were incapable of telling their side of the story, we’ll never know.

The Saxons, who had been doing similar work further up the North Sea coast, arrived in force and took the land on the other side of the Thames Estuary, now called “the Kingdom of the east Saxons,” or Essex. Further north still the Angles arrived in areas that would become known as East Anglia, Lincolnshire, Yorkshire, and Northumberland.

Even the most liberal cultural relativist of the fifth century, if there was such a thing, must have seen the new state of affairs as a backwards step. The Romano-British lived in cities, could read and write, visited public baths, enjoyed the theatre, spoke Latin, and drank imported wine. The Britons were civilized, and tried to ignore the invaders like one would ignore a maniac causing a scene on public transport—by giving him money in the hope he would go away.

Gildas, who really didn’t appreciate the cultural diversity that the Anglo-Saxons had introduced to his country, calling them “bloodthirsty, proud, parricidal, warlike and adulterous enemies of God,” described how the Britons gave the Garmans food at first “to shut the dog’s mouth” (he was not very keen on dogs either), but each concession was met with fresh demands for land. Of course no extortionist in history has ever simply left his victim alone as long as they paid out, and the Anglo-Saxons were no different.

The Saxons were not urban sophisticates; they had the front of their heads shaved and hair grown long at the back in order to make their faces look larger and scarier,5 and they may have practiced human sacrifice, and possibly drank from the skulls of their enemies. Sidonius Apollinaris, a Roman chronicler of the fifth century wrote that “the Saxon surpasses all others in brutality,”6 and presumably there was a lot of competition at the time. According to the Roman historian Tacitus, the Saxons also used to crucify or drown one in ten prisoners.

The invaders only bothered to occupy three Roman sites: Lincoln, Bath, and Cirencester, although they also built a new settlement a mile west of Roman Londonium called Lundenwic. The vast majority settled in small villages, and, following the Saxon conquest, most of the Roman cities were deserted, which romantic Victorian historians liked to put down to their ancestors’ earthy, honest manliness but was more likely because they didn’t know how to operate things like plumbing. The Angles and Saxons also possibly avoided the Roman ruins as they thought them haunted, and built by giants,7 and Gildas said, in ever cheery fashion, that “the cities of our country are still not inhabited as they were; even today they are squalid deserted ruins.” (Gildas could be quite depressing sometimes.)

Unlike the Romans, they weren’t great road builders, and it wasn’t until the eighteenth century that any improvements were made on English highways. Their method of architecture—building one-story homes out of pig dung—rather contrasts with the glories that were Roman architecture, and their most lasting physical legacy was the series of great big chalk pictures in the ground, the most famous being the White Horse of Uffington. Impressive though this is, it’s hardly the Coliseum.

Out also went the rich variety of food that came with being part of a large empire, such as whole roasted boar downed with figs and Italian wine consumed while inside a heated dining room while boys in togas read from Homer; in came porridge, which is what the Anglo-Saxon diet consisted almost entirely of at the time, eaten inside dung-houses.

It’s always said of the British that they’re slow to rouse, but that eventually they’ll face the enemy and beat them. Unfortunately, the Ancient Britons didn’t have the Americans on their side or, to use that common historical comparison, Rome. And so as the simple employer/tradesman relationship deteriorated into outright hostility, the Britons were overwhelmed by people Gildas described as “hated by God and men alike.”

Again they appealed to Rome. The Romans didn’t even bother replying this time; the old empire was but a shell of its former glory, in retreat on all sides. It was like radio silence in the disaster movie where the people out in the cabin realize they’re all alone.

Instead the Latin-speaking British elite did what all defeated people do and headed for higher ground, or across the sea to Armorica, which became known as Brittany, or “Lesser Britain” (which is why Britain is “Great Britain”). Most of the population stayed behind to live under Saxon rule and to eventually adopt their language. It must have seemed like the end of civilization for many—but still, at least they got rid of the Picts.

The Britons called the invaders the Saesneg, as the English are today called by their neighbors to the west (in Scottish Gaelic it is Sassenach and in Cornish Sowsnek). They in turn referred to the natives as Welsh, which has a variety of meanings but none of them particularly positive, either “slave,” “foreigner” or “dark stranger” (likewise the French-speaking Belgians are called Walloons and Wallachia in Romania has the same etymology, while Cornwall, Walsall, and Walthamstow in London probably all come from Wal). The Welsh, or Cymraeg, referred to the neighboring country as “Lloegyr,” literally “the lost lands.”

The Germans themselves would eventually call their new homeland Angelcyn, or as it was known by the turn of the millennium, Englalond.


CHAPTER TWO

The Tattooed People

The name Britain was almost certainly coined by Pytheas, a Greek sailor from Marseilles, who in 330 BC sailed all the way to northern Scotland on a hunch. The Phoenicians, who came from what is now Lebanon, had long been aware of the island, as had the Greeks (the fifth century BC historian Herodotus referred to the Cassiterides, or Tin Islands)8 but no one knew exactly where they were and Pytheas was the first to actually make the insanely risky journey.
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