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Introduction

It is daunting to write about the history of the territory you call home, especially when that territory is so complex and when control of parts of it has been so bitterly disputed for centuries. The subject of this book is the people of a group of islands off continental Europe’s north-west coast that encompasses the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (including England, Scotland and Wales), along with the Republic of Ireland, the Isle of Man and the bailiwicks of Jersey and Guernsey (although the latter two are closer to the continental mainland than to the other islands).

A common term is the ‘British Isles’, though some understandably object that this implies a continued territorial claim or the political overlordship of the UK over the Republic of Ireland. Alternative terms include ‘Britain and Ireland’, the ‘Atlantic Archipelago’, the ‘Anglo-Celtic Isles’, the ‘British-Irish Isles’ and the ‘Islands of the North Atlantic’. Diplomatic documents drawn up jointly by the UK and Irish governments refer simply to ‘these islands’. I have opted for ‘These Isles’.

I have attempted to tell the key parts of the story of the Isles’ people from the first human footsteps to the present day. Wars have been fought within the Isles almost as long as there have been people. It has been a kaleidoscope of overlapping and conflicting identities. Their inhabitants have made their mark in many fields of human endeavour, notably by pioneering the Industrial Revolution, which brought massive economic opportunities, wrenching social change and long-term environmental issues. They also managed to create history’s largest Empire, covering almost a quarter of the globe, with consequences that remain with us today. Emigration and Empire have created a huge diaspora: the number who can claim descent from British or Irish emigrants has been estimated at about two hundred million, almost treble the Isles’ current population of almost seventy-five million, with particular concentrations in Australia, Canada and the United States.

This book recounts the history of the Celts, Romans, Anglo-Saxons, Vikings and Normans along with more recent groups that have inhabited the Isles. As with my previous books, narrative history is interspersed with chapters on social and cultural themes including languages, emigrants’ and immigrants’ stories, women’s fortunes, the smaller islands, popular culture and the arts, music and literature. High politics, monarchs and nobility all feature, but it is a people’s history, and so I have foregrounded the average people and the quotidian parts of their lives wherever possible.

The relationship between England and the smaller nations is a tension that runs through the story. England conquered Wales in the Middle Ages and formed unions with Scotland in 1707 and Ireland in 1801. Wales and Ireland are often described as England’s first colonies, yet eventually there were also Welsh and Irish people, as well as English and Scots, who became colonisers elsewhere in the world. Factors that fashioned the UK included the opportunities of Empire and a desire to defend Protestantism against a largely Catholic Europe. How far a common British identity was created in the process is much debated. Most of Ireland, with a Catholic majority, was never comfortable in the union and broke away in 1922 after a war of independence. Nationalism grew in Scotland and Wales, perhaps influenced in part by the crumbling of the Empire, helping to weaken bonds between the UK’s nations. Northern Ireland, which remained part of the UK, was wracked by a 30-year conflict known as the Troubles. Scotland voted against independence in a 2014 referendum, though in view of the Isles’ volatile past it is hard to say with certainty whether the current alignment will endure. The history of the Isles is about much more than the smaller nations’ relationship to England, however. I have done my best to give back to the peoples of Ireland, Wales, Scotland and the smaller isles their due part in the story.

For me, this project has been particularly rewarding as it has drawn on elements of my life experience. My previous books, Northerners: A History, from the Ice Age to the Present Day and Made in Manchester: A People’s History of the City that Shaped the Modern World, drew on my north of England background. During my career as a journalist, for several years I led the Financial Times’ coverage of the UK’s regions and nations. In a spell as editor of the paper’s Europe edition, coverage of the Republic of Ireland was part of my overall responsibilities. And in mid-career I spent 10 years in Scotland, where I launched and later edited Scotland on Sunday, The Scotsman’s Sunday paper.

It has been a pleasure to write the book, and I hope you find it interesting to read.








Chapter 1

Ancestors, Celts and Romans

A small group of adults and children walked along the mudflats of a river estuary, leaving a trail behind them. Who were they? Their footprints are the earliest evidence so far of humans in Britain, Ireland and the surrounding Isles. They are also the oldest human footprints outside Africa.1

These footprints were exposed briefly in 2013 on the beach at Happisburgh (pronounced Haysborough) in Norfolk. Using pollen in sediment layers, scientists were able to date the footprints – along with stone tools found in the area – to between 850,000 and 950,000 years ago. The age of the finds suggests they may have been made by Homo antecessor, a human species previously found only in Spain, thought to be the first of at least four types of human to have attempted to settle in Britain.2

Archaeology affords only glimpses of these Isles’ early inhabitants, making it hard to be sure how far and quickly they spread. Later inhabitants would have a profound influence on the world through discovery, industry, wars, the slave trade and the most powerful empire ever known. All that, of course, is a brief pinprick in our story. More than 99 per cent of human history in Europe took place in the Stone Age. For much of that time, Britain was not an island. It was joined to the continent by a wide land bridge that we call Doggerland, now under the North Sea. Early humans came across in search of food in warmer spells during the last Ice Age. There are thought to have been at least 10 waves of occupation as people arrived, yet they were repeatedly driven out when the cold returned. 

The climate fluctuated drastically. In colder periods, the landscape was a treeless tundra with ice sheets and glaciers covering Ireland, Scotland, Wales and northern England. Warmer spells could be Mediterranean-like, with birch trees, shrub, grasses and eventually oak woodland. There were exotic animals such as mammoths, rhinoceroses, straight-tusked elephants, hippopotamuses – and even cave lions in places such as London’s Trafalgar Square.

Next came Homo heidelbergensis about 500,000 years ago. Tall, strong and with relatively large brains, they are the first human species for whom there is fossil evidence in Britain: a leg bone and two teeth found at Boxgrove in West Sussex. They used hand axes to butcher large animals and could plan and co-operate as a group. They probably reached northern England: hand axes found at Waverley Wood, Warwickshire, are made of andesite rock likely to have come from the Lake District about the same time.3

We know that Homo neanderthalensis, small and stocky, was in Britain as early as 400,000 years ago thanks to the discovery of a young woman’s skull at Swanscombe, Kent. Neanderthals left and returned several times as the climate oscillated. Neanderthal teeth found at Pontnewydd Cave in Denbighshire, north Wales, date from about 230,000 years ago.4

Homo sapiens, or modern humans, are more recent: the earliest evidence is a jaw fragment found in Kents Cavern, Devon, estimated to be at least 40,000 years old. Their presence, initially sporadic, has been continuous since about 12,000 years ago. They were adaptable hunter-gatherers who moved over big distances in larger groups. The ‘Red Lady of Paviland’ – actually the skeleton of a man covered in red ochre, discovered in a cave in the Gower peninsula, Swansea, in 1823 – dates from about 33,000 years ago and is one of the earliest known ceremonial burials with grave goods.5 In Ireland, analysis of a reindeer bone fragment in north Cork indicates human activity at a similar time.6

The earliest firm evidence in Scotland is a hunter-gatherer camp at Howburn Farm near Biggar, south Lanarkshire, dated to about 12000 BCE. They may have been chasing reindeer and other cold-adapted animals northwards as the climate warmed. Flints found at Biggar are similar to others from northern Germany and southern Denmark, suggesting cultural exchange across Doggerland.7

As the Ice Age ended, sea levels rose, cutting Britain off from continental Europe permanently, perhaps around 5500 BCE. Water had poured into the Irish Sea from about 10000 BCE, widening existing channels (it is unclear whether there was ever a land bridge between Ireland and Scotland). Humans began to settle. A site at Star Carr in Yorkshire, sometimes described as ‘Britain’s oldest house’, dates from about 9000 BCE and may have been a seasonal hunting camp. Circular buildings at East Barns near Dunbar, Echline near South Queensferry, Howick in Northumberland and Mount Sandel in Northern Ireland are thought to have come slightly later.

The Neolithic period, roughly between 10000 and 2000 BCE, saw the start of farming. Stone axe heads made at Great Langdale in the Lake District have been found all over Britain and in Ireland, showing there was trading throughout the Isles. People began building tombs such as long barrows and cairns in eastern Britain or passage graves (burial chambers with a narrow access passage) in the west and Ireland. They also built ritual monuments such as stone circles and henges.

Orkney has a rich ritual landscape including the Standing Stones of Stenness, Maeshowe passage grave and the Ring of Brodgar. Skara Brae, Europe’s best-preserved Neolithic settlement – exposed by a storm in 1850 – is believed to have been inhabited from about 3100 BCE. Many of these sites were abandoned about 600 years later, probably because the climate became colder. The Boyne Valley in County Meath, Ireland, has a complex ritual landscape including passage graves, henges, standing stones and wooden structures. Stonehenge in Wiltshire was probably constructed from about 3000 to 2000 BCE. A ring of igneous bluestones there is thought to have been transported 140 miles from Preseli, south-west Wales, possibly having already been used as a stone circle.8

The Bronze Age from about 2200 BCE saw mining of copper in Ireland and Wales, tin in Cornwall and gold in Ireland’s Wicklow Mountains. The Iron Age from about 800 BCE was notable for hundreds of ‘hill forts’ or fortified sites of varying size around Britain, though these are rarer in Ireland. It is unclear whether they had a defensive purpose or were communal spaces used for ceremonial or trading purposes or keeping livestock. Tensions no doubt grew as the population expanded and competition for land intensified.

A highland–lowland divide in Britain was identified in the 1930s by archaeologist Cyril Fox. A ridge of Jurassic limestone runs through England from Dorset to the Yorkshire coast. To the north-west lies a highland zone, with harder rocks, suitable for hill farming such as raising sheep, occupied by isolated farmsteads or small hamlets. To the south-east is a lowland zone suitable for arable farming, creating larger villages. This division now tends to be seen as an over-simplification: Ireland, for example, though culturally and geographically linked with Scotland and Wales, was not in the highland zone. There is no doubt though that the south-east was wealthier, producing more decorated pottery. Coinage and markets developed there. A north–south divide was already in place in Britain.

The Indo-European languages that we call ‘Celtic’ took hold throughout the Isles in the Bronze Age or early Iron Age (what was spoken before is unclear; some words may have survived in Celtic languages). It used to be believed that Celts were an ethnic group that came from continental Europe in a wave of invasions, but a lack of evidence of large-scale arrivals has led to the view that the languages spread by a hazier process of cultural exchange and slow migration. They divided into two groups: Brythonic or Brittonic (which later developed into Breton, Cornish and Welsh) and Goidelic (Irish, Scottish Gaelic and Manx).

Britons speaking Celtic languages held sway across the Isles for centuries until the Romans and then the Anglo-Saxons came. Celtic culture and traditions still exert a compelling attraction. Celts produced art with abstract patterns of inimitable beauty, along with song, harp music and myths of gods, kings, heroines and heroes. Celtic religion involved the supernatural and a wide array of deities. Celts believed that spirits inhabited the natural world; they deposited offerings of treasured goods to them in sacred groves and streams. Ceremonies were overseen by priests known as druids, who were also judges, teachers and lore keepers. Greek and Roman writers accused them of human sacrifice, for which evidence appears uncertain. In Ireland, there were young warrior bands known as Fianna or ‘Fenians’; legends in the Fianna Cycle recount heroic deeds by their leader Fionn mac Cumhaill or ‘Finn MacCool’.

Greek explorer Pytheas circumnavigated Britain in about 320 BCE and was probably the source for writer Diodorus Siculus, who in the first century BCE called the island Pretannia (Greek Prettanike), or island of the Pretanī. ‘Pretanī’ is a Celtic word that probably meant ‘the painted ones’ or ‘the tattooed folk’. It may well have been the name by which the people knew themselves. Pretannia evolved into Britannia, the Romans’ name for England, Wales and southern Scotland throughout their occupation (Caledonia was roughly north of the Forth, while Ireland was Hibernia). A variant of the Celtic spelling is still used in Welsh, where the name for Britain is Prydain.9 Britannia became the name of a Roman goddess, the personification of Britain, based on Minerva, goddess of trade and strategic warfare. The Old Irish name for Ireland was Ériu, also the name of a Gaelic goddess.

Julius Caesar, Roman general and future dictator, made two brief invasions of south-east Britain in 55 and 54 BCE as part of his Gallic wars, probably hoping it would strengthen him politically. Bad weather and hit-and-run resistance made things difficult. Resistance to his second expedition was led by a chief called Caswallawn (in Welsh texts) or Cassivellaunus (in Latin), thought to have been king of the Catuvellauni tribe north of the Thames estuary. He has the distinction of being the first ancient Briton known by name. Caswallawn led an alliance of tribes but eventually surrendered when others submitted to Caesar and revealed his location. Caesar extracted a face-saving promise from Caswallawn to leave rival tribes in peace but ultimately gained little from his botched expeditions.10

Emperor Claudius, the club-footed stammerer, ordered an invasion in 43 CE with a large force and succeeded where Julius failed. Rome already had a major influence on British tribes through diplomacy and trade. Claudius, seeking a triumph, took advantage of squabbling over succession after the death of Cunobelin, another king of the Catuvellauni who controlled much of south-east England (and whom William Shakespeare called Cymbeline). Claudius arrived a few weeks after the invasion force, together with elephants, just in time to take part in the capture of Colchester.

Claudius stayed for 16 days and received the submission of 11 kings. According to fourth-century Roman historian Eutropius, these included the (unnamed) king of Orkney. This story appeared far-fetched until shards from Roman amphorae of a type that became obsolete by the end of the century were found at Broch of Gurness, lending weight to the tale. If this did happen, it must have taken considerable diplomatic effort and planning to persuade an Orkney king to make the 800-mile journey, timed for Claudius’s arrival. Perhaps he was offered material rewards or some form of support against his enemies.11

After taking control of the south-east, the Romans headed north and west. The conquest period lasted 40 years. It has been estimated that between 100,000 and 250,000 Britons perished out of a British population of about two million.12 The Romans came in order to exploit Britain’s land, people and resources, yet it is an open question whether their occupation was ever profitable. For centuries, they needed to keep one-tenth of the legions there to control an area that comprised less than a thirtieth of the empire.13 About eight emperors are thought to have visited Britain, plus others who served there before coming to power.

Cunobelin’s son Caradog (in Welsh) or Caratacus (in Latin) led resistance in the south-east and then fled to Wales to fight alongside the Silures and Ordovices, ancient Celtic tribes. Publius Ostorius Scapula, governor of Britannia, finally defeated him in 51 CE in Snowdonia. Caradog’s wife and daughter were captured, but he fled to Brigantia, the Pennine kingdom, where Cartimandua, queen of the Brigantes and an ally of Rome, handed him to the Romans. He was taken to Rome, where he made a speech so stirring that, according to historian Tacitus, Claudius pardoned him and let him live in exile there.14

A new governor, Gaius Suetonius Paulinus, attacked Anglesey, the druids’ power centre, in 60 or 61, massacring druids and destroying their sacred groves. Meanwhile, the Iceni of eastern England rose in a ferocious revolt under their chief, Boudica. She was outraged after her territory had been annexed; she had been flogged and her two daughters raped. Thousands of Romans were slaughtered, and London was burned in the revolt, after which the Romans’ revenge was even more ferocious, with tens of thousands of Britons killed. Boudica died by illness or suicide.15

Boudica has long been hailed, especially by Victorians, as a resistance heroine, whereas Cartimandua tends to be relegated to a few disparaging lines in history books. That is probably because she collaborated with the Romans, divorced her husband, married one of his aides and was overthrown by a revolt. Roman historians portrayed her, despite her loyalty, as an adulterous betrayer of British men. No Roman woman became emperor, so female rulers on the empire’s fringes were seen as exotic. They tend to be stereotyped in Roman sources either as women of loose morals (Cartimandua, Cleopatra) or as fierce and unladylike (Boudica).

Cartimandua’s former husband Venutius rebelled in 69 over her decision to marry a man called Vellocatus, formerly Venutius’s armour-bearer. The Romans had to launch a rescue mission to extricate her, after which she vanished from the historical record. She had kept her territory free from annexation for up to 30 years, though in the end she was unable to halt the northward spread of Roman rule.

Gnaeus Julius Agricola, governor from 77 or 78, came as close as anyone to seizing Caledonia. Scotland has never been fully conquered by forces from the south: neither the Roman Empire, despite several campaigns, nor English medieval kings achieved it. Agricola remained in office for about six years, an exceptionally long term. The Roman army moved steadily north, building forts on the way. Agricola reached the Forth–Clyde isthmus and then the river Tay. According to Tacitus, his son-in-law, Agricola wanted to cross to Ireland, which he thought he could subdue with just one legion.16 In fact, the Romans never attempted to occupy Ireland, though there were trading or raiding links evidenced by pottery and coinage.

In 83 or 84, according to Tacitus, Agricola defeated Caledonian tribes at Mons Graupius, an unknown highland mountain that many have attempted to identify. The tribes were led by a general called Calgacus, the first inhabitant of Scotland for whom we have a name. Tacitus portrays him as making a rousing speech (certainly invented) in which he excoriates Romans as ‘robbers of the world’: ‘To robbery, slaughter, plunder, they give the lying name of empire; they make a solitude and call it peace.’17 If Tacitus is to be believed, 10,000 Britons were killed but only 360 Romans. This was the high-water mark of Roman expansion. Agricola was soon recalled to Rome, and the Romans drew back to the Forth–Clyde. Troops were needed on the Danube.

The emphasis switched to consolidation. Emperor Hadrian arrived around 122 and started building his 74-mile wall, the most visible reminder of the Roman presence. Britons on either side were treated as potential enemies. Antoninus Pius, who succeeded Hadrian, had another wall built further north along the Forth–Clyde line. The Antonine Wall was shorter (37 miles) and simpler, but around 158 it in turn was abandoned, for unknown reasons. Hadrian’s Wall again became the frontier and remained so until Roman rule ended.

South-eastern Britain became the most Romanised and prosperous part of the Isles, with a fertile agricultural economy in which many villas developed, though its towns remained small compared with those on the continent. An elite native class embraced a Romanised lifestyle, bringing economic and social opportunities, but were a minority. Only the elite spoke and wrote in Latin, while the vast majority still spoke Celtic tongues. Highland areas such as north Wales and the Pennines were exploited more for their mineral resources.

Tantalising glimpses of life on the Roman frontier are provided by the Vindolanda tablets – letters and documents written in ink on wafer-thin slivers of wood, discovered around an early wooden fort just south of Hadrian’s Wall. They date mostly from 90–105, when auxiliary troops from today’s Netherlands and Belgium were based there. The best known was written by Claudia Severa, wife of the commander of a nearby fort, to Sulpicia Lepidina, wife of another commander, inviting her to a birthday party (translated from Latin): ‘I shall expect you, sister. Farewell, sister, my dearest soul, as I hope to prosper, and hail.’18 Soldiers from around the empire served at the fort and felt the northern winters. One anonymous letter reads: ‘I have sent you … pairs of socks from Sattua, two pairs of sandals and two pairs of underpants.’19 Several artefacts and inscriptions clustered along Hadrian’s Wall also record the presence of Africans.

Roman soldiers had a low opinion of native Britons, one tablet suggests. The author wrote: ‘The Britons are unprotected by armour. There are very many cavalry. The cavalry do not use swords, nor do the wretched Britons [Brittunculi] mount in order to throw javelins.’20 Brittunculi can alternatively be translated as ‘little Britons’. It is unclear whether the writer meant Britons serving in the Roman forces or the natives he was fighting. Either way, the term appears derogatory.

A further attempt to conquer Caledonia was made by Septimius Severus, the ‘African emperor’, who was of mixed race from present-day Libya. He came to Britain in 208 with his wife and his sons Caracalla and Geta, both designated as successors. He arrived possibly in response to a barbarian rebellion, though he may also have wanted to find a project to absorb his unruly sons. He made his base at Eboracum (York) and mounted campaigns in Caledonia in 209 and 210. Although the Caledonians fought a guerrilla war, Severus reached north-east Scotland. According to historian Cassius Dio, the tribes were forced to give up much of their territory. Severus proclaimed victory, but the Caledonians soon disavowed the terms and broke out again in revolt. Severus was preparing another invasion when he died at York in February 211. Caracalla and Geta became joint emperors, but Caracalla was ruthless even by Roman standards. He executed his father’s household attendants at York, and on returning to Rome he killed Geta, who died clinging to his mother.21

Britain was split into two provinces in the third century: Britannia Inferior stretched from Hadrian’s Wall to south of Lincoln, while Britannia Superior (so called because it was geographically closer to Rome) covered southern England and Wales. This was a turbulent period in the empire, with many soldier emperors, and Britannia Inferior was a military zone, so it benefited to an extent from imperial policy that poured money into the military. Britannia Superior’s capital was at Londinium (London) while that of Britannia Inferior was Eboracum.

Exactly when or how Christianity came to Britain is unclear. A second-century ‘word square’ discovered in Mamucium, Roman Manchester, may be one of the earliest examples: the anagram spells pater noster, the opening of the Lord’s Prayer in Latin.22 Christianity became the empire’s established religion during the fourth century. Although Hibernia and Caledonia were unconquered, there was a Romanising influence via Christian missionaries.

Caledonian tribes became labelled Picti or Picts by the Romans, taken to mean ‘painted or tattooed people’, though whether they were actually tattooed is uncertain. Frontier security deteriorated amid seaborne raiding by Picts, Attacotti and Scotti from Ireland and Saxons from the east. The raids culminated in attacks in 367, which historian Ammianus Marcellinus labelled a ‘barbarian conspiracy’. The invaders overwhelmed the northern regions, and cities were sacked before order was restored.

Roman troops frequently rebelled as the empire began to fragment. One imperial usurper based in Britain, a Spanish-born general called Magnus Maximus, crossed the Channel to Gaul in 383 and successfully seized control of the Western Empire, making himself emperor, before he was defeated and killed in 388. Some Welsh historians have called him father of the nation for allegedly transferring authority to local chiefs as he left.23 Magnus Maximus became romanticised in Welsh legends as a mythical figure called Macsen Wledig who marries a British woman, while early Welsh genealogies portray him as the founding father of the dynasties of several medieval Welsh kingdoms.

Britannia became stripped of troops as instability grew in Rome. By 410, the Roman era was over, and Romano-British officials were left to fend for themselves. The Romans are often portrayed as having brought order and economic, social and cultural advance. They certainly brought useful innovations, including roads and towns, yet they were also colonisers who imposed their rule on others and killed and enslaved many. We do not know how most Britons viewed them. Their lasting legacy is perhaps less than might be expected for almost four centuries of rule. And they never conquered Ireland or most of Scotland.






Chapter 2

Shifting Kingdoms

The Romans’ withdrawal created a vacuum and set off a chain of migrations and resettlements, reshaping the Isles’ populations. It was chaotic and complex, a kind of primordial soup from which our modern political geography eventually evolved.

Small kingdoms reasserted themselves and struggled against each other and Germanic incomers. Warfare was the norm. The Vikings’ arrival at the end of the eighth century – first to plunder, then aiming to conquer and settle – further reshaped the map. Towards the end of the millennium, there was consolidation as the nations of England, Scotland, Ireland and Wales emerged. In the case of England and Scotland, the struggle against the Vikings played a big part in their creation.

After governance from Rome ended, Romano-British administrators hung on for decades, some perhaps hoping the Romans might return. However, their rule gradually weakened, and towns shrank or were abandoned. Migrants from northern Germany and southern Sweden – emboldened by the collapse of the Romans’ Western Empire – began arriving on Britain’s east coast with their mead halls, paganism and vengeful gods. Anglo-Saxons – a broad label for Germanic groups including Angles, Saxons, Jutes and Frisians – became established by the mid-fifth century and controlled large areas from the sixth.

For the Brythonic-speaking Celtic British, the Anglo-Saxons’ arrival began a period of struggle and decline. Spirits were buoyed by a probably mythical king Arthur who resisted Anglo-Saxon expansion. A key battle was said to have been fought at Mount Badon, location unknown, where resistance may have been led by a Roman-style aristocrat called Ambrosius Aurelianus, another possibly mythical figure.

The ‘Dark Ages’ were not simply a Britons versus Anglo-Saxons struggle, however; Celts often fought Celts, and Anglo-Saxons fought Anglo-Saxons. In the past, scholars thought that Germanic incomers wiped out Britons or drove them westwards to Wales, but now it seems more likely that most of the existing population stayed and gradually adopted the arrivals’ language and culture.1 There was clearly some movement, though: many Britons fled to what became known as Brittany. Four broad cultural zones emerged: an Anglo-Saxon east; a British west and north; a Pictish north; and Gaelic Ireland, with enclaves in western Britain.

Christianity was reaching beyond former Roman boundaries by the fifth century. Patrick was the most famous of several missionaries to Ireland and northern Britain whose influence was both religious and political. Soon the Irish were bringing monastic Christianity back to Britain and the continent. The best-known Irish foundation is Columba or Colmcille’s monastery at Iona, established in 563 or soon after. Over the sixth and seventh centuries, it became the greatest Christian centre in northern Britain, extending its influence to Northumbria via the monastery of Lindisfarne.

Ireland’s conversion was complex and involved compromises with Celtic paganism, but it introduced literacy and monasteries, profoundly altering Irish society. Patrick was not the first pioneer to arrive, yet his all-embracing cult eclipsed others. Details of his life are far from clear. He was from a well-off Romanised family in western Britain (there are various candidates for where, including the Carlisle area) and was captured at age 16 by Irish raiders and shipped as a slave to Ireland, where he stayed, probably in north Connacht, for six years. He escaped and trained as a priest, then returned to Ireland to preach the gospel. There he won converts and penetrated parts of the country where no Christian missionary had gone before. Legends grew up, including one that he cleared the island of snakes and demons. By the seventh century, he was revered as Ireland’s primary patron saint.2

Monasteries were initially ascetic but soon acquired wealthy patrons, creating a rich literary and artistic culture. Examples of Insular or Hiberno-Saxon art include the Book of Kells and Ardagh Chalice, while scholars excelled in Latin learning and theology. Ireland’s myriad petty kingdoms were overtaken by five or six provincial overkings with real powers, notably the Uí Néill in the north and midlands and Eóganachta in Munster. It was a hierarchical society, with legal rights defined by status: kicking a bishop was a lot more expensive than kicking a peasant, according to an early Latin law tract. Marriage was unstable, and polygamy continued to be practised by the upper classes for centuries.3

Irish history, as written, is a largely male affair, though powerful women are a recurrent theme in legend, such as Mebh or Maeve, queen of Connacht in the Ulster Cycle of mythology. She had many husbands and lovers and led a raid to claim the most famous bull in Ireland. Brigid, one of three national saints along with Patrick and Columba, was said by medieval hagiographies to have been an abbess who founded the abbey of Kildare, though there is debate over whether she really existed. Brigid is also patroness of poetry, healing, blacksmithing and dairy farming.

The Irish established colonies in western Britain at Dál Riata, Man, Dyfed, the Llŷn Peninsula and even Cornwall. Only Dál Riata or Dalriada, which for a time straddled Scotland’s western seaboard and north-eastern Ireland, endured. The hillfort of Dunadd in Argyll is believed to have been its capital. It was at its height under Áedán mac Gabráin, king from about 574 to 609, who campaigned to expand his territory, but he was defeated by Æthelfrith of Bernicia at the battle of Degsastan. Æthelfrith later also ruled Deira, roughly covering today’s Yorkshire – thus uniting Northumbria’s constituent parts.4

Columba (521–97), from what is now County Donegal, already had churches dedicated to him in Ireland. He turned Iona into a school for missionaries and spent most of the rest of his life in Scotland, presiding over the start of a vast chain of monasteries. His hagiographer Adomnán, a seventh-century Iona abbot, elevated the saint in his Life of Columba as a prophet, apostle and pilgrim. Other Christian pioneers in Scotland included Ninian of Whithorn, Donnán of Eigg and Kentigern of Strathclyde, also known as Mungo, founder and patron saint of the city of Glasgow.

Four main groups emerged in the area of north Britain, roughly corresponding to today’s Scotland: the Picts in the east and north, with kingdoms between the river Forth and Shetland; the Gaels of Dál Riata in the west; the British kingdom of Strathclyde in the south-west, often called Alt Clut, the Brythonic name for their capital at Dumbarton Rock; and Northumbrians in Lothian and borders. These groups initially had little in common, but within 400 years a unified kingdom was being forged. The Northumbrians displaced two other British kingdoms of the Hen Ogledd, or Old North: Gododdin, in the south-east, and Rheged, thought to have straddled Galloway and Cumbria.

Irish missionaries from Dál Riata gradually introduced the previously pagan Picts to Christianity. The Picts are among the Isles’ mysteries. Named by Roman sources at the end of the third century, they appear to have been an amalgam of tribes the Romans previously called Caledonians, yet their culture became erased by the mid-ninth century. Place names and personal names suggest they may have spoken a Brythonic language, but there is no literary evidence apart from hard-to-decipher symbols. They left behind monumental stones along with smaller objects of stone and bone and metalwork such as brooches. Alongside Christianity, the Picts gradually adopted Gaelic language and customs. The Picts defeated Northumbrian king Ecgfrith in 685 at Dun Nechtain or Nechtansmere (location in eastern Scotland debated), marking the disintegration of Northumbrian dominance over northern Britain.5

In Wales, several kingdoms emerged after the Romans departed, such as Gwynedd and Powys in north and mid Wales and Dyfed and Gwent in the south. The ‘age of saints’ saw monastic settlements created by religious leaders such as David, bishop of Mynyw (now St David’s), who became Wales’s patron saint. He was a renowned preacher who led an austere life in the Celtic monastic tradition that connected Wales with Ireland, Cornwall and western Scotland. Wales, however, became separated by Anglo-Saxons from what remained of the Hen Ogledd, symbolised by the defeat of Powys by Æthelfrith of Northumbria at the battle of Chester in 616. Powys also lost territory to Mercia, which built the earthwork known as Offa’s Dyke, possibly marking an agreed border in the eighth century. Wales was not unified, though the term Kymry for the country was first recorded in a praise poem in about 633 (today Cymru for Wales and Cymry for the people). Anglo-Saxons used the term ‘Welsh’ to mean Romanised Britons.6

In what was to become England, the Anglo-Saxons created seven main kingdoms – Northumbria (uniting Bernicia and Deira), Mercia, East Anglia, Essex, Kent, Sussex and Wessex – plus a few smaller ones. Northumbria and Mercia dominated the seventh century, Mercia the eighth and Wessex the ninth. One of Northumbria’s kings, Oswald, ruled for just eight years, from 634 to 642, yet he was the first English king to die a Christian martyr, and he became venerated as a saint. His cult spread around Europe and lasted for centuries. Mercia’s kings included the powerful Offa, who reigned from 757 to 796. He extended Mercia’s supremacy over most of the south.

Christianisation of Anglo-Saxon England began around 600, influenced by Celtic Christianity from the north-west and the Roman Catholic Church from the south-east. Augustine became the first Archbishop of Canterbury in 597, sent by Pope Gregory to convert King Æthelberht of Kent. Northumbria’s Oswald, brought up on Iona, invited Bishop Aidan from there to establish a community of monks on Lindisfarne in 634.

Christianity brought literacy, enabling Northumbria to develop rapidly into northern Europe’s leading intellectual and artistic centre. Its golden age produced scholars such as Bede and Alcuin.The growth of monasteries created opportunities for aristocratic women not destined to be queens, notably Hilda (or Hild), the illustrious first abbess of Whitby. She was ‘the most religious handmaid of Christ’, according to Bede, and her reputation for wisdom was such that ‘not only meaner men in their need, but sometimes even kings and princes, sought and received her counsel’. At the Synod of Whitby in 664, Oswiu, Oswald’s brother and successor as Northumbrian king, opted for Roman customs over Celtic ones. While the debate focused on doctrinal issues such as differing methods of calculating the date of Easter and the style of monastic tonsure (round for the Romans, horseshoe-shaped for the Celts), in reality the decision was more about jurisdiction and political influence.7

In 793 came a terrifying Viking attack on Lindisfarne, usually regarded as the start of the Viking age in Britain, though there had already been a raid at Portland on the south coast, and Vikings were almost certainly established in Orkney and Shetland by this time. ‘The harrowing inroads of heathen men made lamentable havoc in the church of God in Holy-island, by rapine and slaughter,’ wrote the later author of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.8

The Vikings’ arrival changed the Isles’ social and political geography. The raiders were probably driven abroad by competition for land in Scandinavia combined with awareness of treasures in vulnerable places such as coastal monasteries. They developed swift, shallow-bottomed vessels to mount lightning raids on coasts and up rivers. Broadly, those who raided the west came from what is now Norway, while those who attacked the east coast were from the area we call Denmark. Settlements were established on the coasts of Britain and Ireland as well as the Isle of Man, Shetland, Orkney and the Hebrides.

The Vikings’ Great Army, led by Halfdan and Ivar the Boneless (his nickname is thought to refer to some kind of disability), captured York in 866, then overran Northumbria. Viking kings ruled an area between the Tees and Humber, known as the kingdom of Jorvik. They gained control over East Anglia and Mercia, leaving just Wessex resisting. Viking assaults must have been terrifying, but the Scandinavians soon became Christianised and integrated with local populations. Towns and trade developed. The term Viking – possibly from víkingr, Old Norse for an individual on a long-distance sea journey – was not common until Victorian times. Latin and Old English texts refer to Northmen, Danes, pirates, heathens, dark foreigners, fair foreigners, pagans and other terms. Areas where Viking laws and customs prevailed later became known as Danelaw, though it is doubtful whether there was ever an integrated realm covering the whole territory.9

Wessex’s King Alfred, labelled ‘the Great’ in Tudor times, retreated to the island of Athelney on the Somerset Levels, from which he waged guerrilla war. He eventually defeated the Vikings at Edington in Wiltshire in 878, though the Danes continued to occupy much of England. In the tenth century, Viking rulers were evicted, and England became unified for the first time under Wessex kings, initially temporarily under Æthelstan, Alfred’s grandson, then permanently under Æthelstan’s half-brother Eadred.

By the end of the ninth century, Orkney was the centre of a powerful Norse earldom and a base for raiding the mainland, where the Vikings also controlled Caithness. What happened to the Picts is unclear: some think Pictish men were either slaughtered or forced to leave. Shetland and Orkney were to remain Norwegian until 1472. Pressure from Viking attacks was a factor behind a merger whereby Cináed mac Ailpin (Kenneth MacAlpin), king of Dál Riata, also became king of the Picts in 843, bringing to power the house of Alpin. Dublin Vikings sacked Strathclyde’s capital Dumbarton in 870–71. Iona Abbey was attacked four times by Viking raiders, with 68 monks massacred there in 806. As in England, however, the incomers in some areas assimilated with the native population. In the Hebrides and
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