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About the Book
 
In his reassessment of the legends of saints, in 494 AD, sceptic Pope Gelasius described Saint George as one of those ‘whose names are rightly reverenced among us, but whose actions are known only to God.’ The story of England’s Patron Saint is so encased in myth and legend that the truth of his remarkable life is unknown. Yet, despite his position as the figurehead of England, more than a quarter of those living in the country could not name their patron saint and fewer still could name the date of Saint George’s Day.

In many ways the attitude of the English, reflects the many contradictions in the story of St George and the growth of his legend worldwide. A Christian martyr, murdered by a Roman emperor in Palestine, he is a legendary dragon-slayer who saved a virgin princess from sacrifice – but not before insisting her entire town converts to Christianity. But he is also the model for mythical Islamic hero Al Khidr. He is the Patron Saint of England but never set foot on English soil and the legend of his knightly deeds came from the imagination of a bishop in Italy. 

After a long time on the sidelines, Saint George is back in fashion. But who is the real man behind the myth? Did Saint George actually exist or was he merely the hero in an epic tale of derring-do invented by a fertile medieval imagination? 

This book looks at the facts, the legends and the worldwide spread of fame behind the patron saint of England.
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Our language is England’s greatest gift to the world . . . and this is the week to celebrate it 

by
Boris Johnson 



First published 19 April 2009 in the Daily Mail 

 

NOT LONG AGO City Hall in London put out a modest press announcement about our plans for St George’s Day – and we couldn’t believe the reaction. 

The phones went wild. The emails and the letters started to swamp our response teams.

People started crossing the road to shake my hand, pumping it up and down and thanking me with embarrassing fervour. 

I felt like some Texan prospector who has idly whacked his pickaxe on some piece of unpromising ground and then stood back in amazement before a great gusher of erupting oil. 

As I studied some of the emails I got a sense of pent-up longing, of people who were yearning to reclaim the English flag from the extremists. 

They didn’t want anything to do with the far right. They deeply disliked the BNP. 

They didn’t want to cock a snook at the Scots, and they didn’t have any particular resentment of the Welsh or the Irish. 

They certainly didn’t have any hostility towards St Patrick’s Day, or Diwali or any of the other high days and holy days we mark in the great multi-ethnic metropolis. 

They just felt that London was not only the capital of Britain, and of the United Kingdom, but also the capital of England. 

After decades of watching ceremonies and festivals in honour of just about everyone, they wanted to celebrate the genius of England on the day of England’s patron saint. 

In a simple, joyful and unthreatening way – in a way that included all the communities that live here – they wanted a day to announce their pride in this country and all the things it has given the world. 

Now at this point we must be careful, because when politicians try to analyse the particular genius of England, they notoriously come unstuck. 

In 1924, Stanley Baldwin made a lyrical speech extolling the things he believed were the imperishable and eternal about England. 

He spoke of the cry of the corncrake, and the tinkle of the anvil in the country smithy, and the sight of a ploughman and his team of horses coming over the brow of a hill – a sight, he said, that would exist as long as England was a land. 

Well, I bet there is not a single reader who has heard the tinkle of an anvil in a smithy recently, still less seen a ploughman with his horses – and you’d have to get up pretty early these days to hear a corncrake. 

John Major fared little better when he announced that the essence of England consisted in warm beer, the shades lengthening on county cricket pitches, and old maids cycling through the morning mist to communion. 

Everybody speedily pointed out that people were switching from warm beer to lager, that many county cricket grounds now had floodlights, and what with churches being deconsecrated all over the country, the sight of an old maid cycling to communion – with or without the morning mist – was becoming about as common as the cry of the corncrake. 

Asked to define the genius of the country, both Tony Blair and Gordon Brown have desperately mumbled something about the NHS. 

To which people have said: ‘Yes, the health service is a wonderful institution, but wasn’t England a magical country before 1948?’ 

So what is it, my friends, that makes up the special genius of England? What is it that people will be coming out to celebrate on St George’s Day? 

Some people say it is all about democracy, and a sense of fair play, and a love of gardening – and all that is true. 

But they have some decent gardens in Holland, the Danes have always seemed to me to have a keen sense of fair play and the Icelandic parliament is probably older than our own. 

Some say it is about pubs, and an obsession with the weather, and yes, it is true that there is something very English about the beery breath of a pub on a hot bank holiday and we certainly like to bang on about the weather. 

But can these really be said to amount to the quintessence of Englishness, when so many pubs are closing down, and when our weather patterns – far from being unique – are actually the same as those of Ireland, Holland, New Zealand and most of northern France? 

Some say it is all about embarrassment and irony and our special gift of humour, and again, there is something in that. 

Many foreign beaches will be treated this summer to the immortal sight of the Englishman trying to change into his swimming trunks with the help of a towel, and falling over. 

But then you look at Jonathan Ross and Russell Brand, and you wonder whether we are quite as full of embarrassment and gentle irony as we once were. 

So what is it, then? What is the supreme gift of the English to the rest of the world? The answer, dear reader, is under your nose. 

The genius of England resides to some extent in all the things we have so far discussed. 

But if there is one thing that marks us out and defines us, it is the language, the greatest, the most fertile and the most stunningly successful language the world has ever seen. 

The Germans may beat us at music; the Italians have the edge in painting – but the English beat all comers at poetry, and that is why it is right that we should celebrate St George’s Day in April. 

It is not only the month that inspired Chaucer and T S Eliot. On 23 April we also mark the birth of William Shakespeare, the man who mobilised that language more effectively than anyone before or since. 

So why is English so formidable? Why does it knock Mandarin into a cocked hat? Because it has twice as many words as either French or German. 

There are 500,000 words in the dictionary, and that is because it is a confluence of the two great streams of Romance and Anglo-Saxon. 

It is a mongrel language, a language that shamelessly and brilliantly continues to absorb imports from around the world. That is why it is so fitting that St George is himself an import. Like my ancestors, it turns out he was a Turk, and it is testament to the generosity of the English that we have made him our saint. 

According to Gibbon, he had nothing to do with a dragon, but was a Cappadocian merchant who made a fortune selling bacon to the Roman army. 

What could be more appropriate? Napoleon said the English were a nation of shopkeepers. 

He meant it as an insult. We take it as a compliment. It is that spirit of small-business entrepreneurship that encouraged St George to flog his bacon to the Romans and will lead this country out of recession. 

So come on out and celebrate the multi-faceted genius of this country, and cry God for Harry, England and St George the seller of bacon! 

Reproduced by kind permission of Boris Johnson 



INTRODUCTION

St George – Let’s Hear it for England!
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IN HIS REASSESSMENT of the legends of saints in AD 494, sceptic Pope Gelasius described St George as one of those ‘whose names are rightly reverenced among us, but whose actions are known only to God’. The story of England’s patron saint is so encased in myth and legend that the truth of his remarkable life is unknown. To most he is a mythical brave knight and a symbol of the triumph of good over evil. To those who know more about his Christian legend, he is a martyr who defended his faith through horrendous tortures at the hands of the Romans. Yet, despite his position as the figurehead of England, more than a quarter of those now living in the country could not name their patron saint and fewer still could name the date of St George’s Day. 

In many ways the attitude of the English to their patron saint reflects the many contradictions in the story of St George and the growth of his legend worldwide. A Christian martyr from Turkey, murdered by a Roman emperor in Palestine, he is a legendary dragon slayer who saved a virgin princess from sacrifice – but not before insisting her entire town converted to Christianity. Yet he is also the model for mythical Islamic hero al-Khidr and revered by Muslims in the Middle East. He is the patron saint of England but never set foot on English soil and the legend of his chivalrous deeds came from the imagination of an Italian bishop. 

While a committed Christian, he is depicted as a warrior and was said to have appeared on the battlefield during the crusades and, as such, he is patron saint of soldiers, cavalry, archers, horses and chivalry and Boy Scouts. Yet his martyrdom and resurrection means he is linked to healing and rebirth, and is celebrated throughout Europe when the first shoots of spring appear, and he is patron saint of field workers and farmers. His healing credentials have also awarded him the patronage of those afflicted by leprosy, plague and syphilis. At the same time, while we claim him as our own, he is revered all over the world and is patron saint of Aragon, Catalonia, Georgia, Lithuania, Ethiopia, Palestine, Portugal, Germany, Greece, Moscow, Istanbul, Genoa and Venice. 

The cult of St George took seven centuries to arrive in England from its origins in the Middle East, and the dragon legend didn’t emerge until some 200 years after that, in around 1260. His popularity reached a peak in the Middle Ages, beginning to decline again during the Reformation of the Church in Europe in the sixteenth century. The formation of Great Britain and the introduction of the Union Flag meant the saint, and his red cross ensign, sank further into obscurity, and the twentieth century saw his imagery being hijacked by the far right for racist rather than patriotic causes. 

In recent years, through national pride more than religious fervour, the popularity of St George’s Day has risen sharply, with more parades, parties and pub get-togethers than we saw in the latter half of the twentieth century. Euro’96 saw the cross of St George reclaimed as the mark of the English sports fan and patriot rather than the badge of prejudice, and the devolution of Scotland and Wales meant a resurgence in English patriotism and renewed calls for pride in the national identity. 

After a long time on the sidelines, St George is back in fashion. But what is behind the myth? Did St George actually exist or was he merely the hero in an epic tale of derring-do invented by a fertile medieval imagination? 

The following pages look at the facts, the legends and the worldwide fame of the patron saint of England. 

[image: missing-image]



CHAPTER ONE 

George the Dragon Slayer 
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I have little doubt that when St George had killed the dragon he was heartily afraid of the princess.

G K CHESTERTON, The Victorian Age in Literature 



THE STORY OF St George’s battle with the dragon has been told to children throughout Europe since the thirteenth century. It is the stuff of fairy tales, featuring a damsel in distress, a heartbroken king and the chivalrous knight who comes to her rescue and slaughters a deadly predator. 

Where better to begin then, than with the story itself. 

Long ago, in the town of Silene, in the country of Libya, in a deep wide lake, lived a fearsome dragon which had terrorised the entire country with his venomous breath. The people of the town had banded together to slay him but had fled in fear on each attempt. Instead, to pacify him and keep him well fed, they sacrificed two sheep every night. 

When this failed to stop the dragon’s attacks on the town, a meeting was held and it was decided that the children would be offered to the dragon one by one, and the sacrifice chosen by a lottery system, regardless of wealth and status. 

In time, the lot fell on the royal princess and the king was distraught, begging the townspeople to spare her. ‘For God’s sake,’ he told them, ‘take gold and silver and all that I have, and let me have my daughter.’ 

But the townspeople were angry, telling him, ‘You made the law, and our children are dead, but you would break the law to save your own. Your daughter shall be given, or else we shall burn you and your house.’ 

Weeping, he begged for eight days’ respite to be with his daughter, and when the eight days were up, the people came to him and said, ‘The time has come, the city is perishing.’ The king dressed his beautiful daughter in a wedding gown, kissed her and led her to the lake where the dragon lay. 

As she awaited her fate, the young knight George passed by and asked her what she was doing there and why she was weeping. 

‘Be on your way, young man,’ she told him, ‘so that you do not perish with me.’ 

But George would not leave her so she told her tearful tale. 

‘Fair daughter,’ George told her, ‘fear not. I will help you in the name of Jesus Christ.’ Again she begged him to spare himself but the gallant knight would not be daunted. 

As they spoke, the terrible beast rose from his slumber and began to lumber towards them. George drew his sword, leapt onto his horse and, after making the sign of the Cross, charged the dragon. A fierce battle ensued and the brave knight smote the dragon with his spear, badly wounding it. 

‘Take off your girdle and place it around the dragon’s neck,’ he told the sobbing princess. ‘Do not be afraid.’ 

The cowed creature was led into the town square but the frightened people took one look and fled to the hills, screaming, ‘We’ll all be dead.’ 

‘Do not fear,’ George told them. ‘If you believe in God and Jesus Christ, and are baptised into the faith, I will slay the dragon.’ The king and all the townsfolk were overjoyed and readily agreed to be baptised, and the virtuous hero duly cut off the dragon’s head and ordered that its body be thrown into the surrounding fields. 

Fifteen thousand men were baptised, and many more women and children, and the king vowed to build a church in the town to honour St George. Within its walls flowed a fountain with the miraculous power to heal the sick. 

The king offered the victorious knight as much money as he liked, but he refused, asking instead that it be given to the poor. He entreated the king to look after the churches, honour the priests, attend regular services and to have pity on the poor. Satisfied that the grateful monarch would follow his instructions, he bid the town farewell and moved on. 
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THE GOLDEN LEGEND

THE LEGEND OF St George’s chivalrous act appeared in writing from the twelfth century but it was the Golden Legend, written around 1260 by Jacobus de Voragine, which popularised the story. This compilation of the ‘real lives’ of over a hundred saints was a medieval best-seller. Over 900 lengthy manuscripts survive today and, when printing was introduced, it became the most often reproduced book in Europe from




    





DRAGONS – SUPERSTITION AND SYMBOLISM















THE BATTLEGROUND














JACOBUS DE VORAGINE






THE VIRGIN










OPS/images/img007.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

St George

Alison Maloney






OPS/images/title.jpg





OPS/images/img017.jpg





OPS/images/img021.jpg





OPS/images/logo.jpg





