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Preface

I have spent the last half-century writing history of one kind or another, but although I once, many years ago, wrote a book about English architecture I have always somehow shied away from tackling the country itself. One reason, I suspect, was the amount of competition in the field. There are a thousand histories of England, ranging from the scholarly to the popular, the impartial to the tendentious, the consistently riveting to the utterly unreadable. The English furrow, in short, has been thoroughly ploughed already; how could I hope, with my own rather pathetic metal-detector, to find any further buried treasure?

Only, perhaps, by finding a completely different way to dig; and nothing but this prospect of a new approach could have finally persuaded me to conquer my fears and try my luck. The idea has been to choose 100 different sites, distributed as widely and as equally as possible throughout the country, each of which will serve as a milestone, marking or somehow symbolizing a great event; and the hope has been that a vaguely coherent history – fragmentary perhaps, episodic certainly, but a history none the less – will emerge.

But English history is long – particularly if you go back to Stonehenge – and 100, in this connection, seems a very small number. It was clear, then, that I could not attempt to cover the whole of Great Britain, but must limit myself strictly to England. It was sad indeed to have to give up Caernarfon Castle and the battlefields of Culloden and the Boyne, to name but three; but there was little choice. All I can do is gaze wistfully over our two immediate neighbours from Hadrian’s Wall and Offa’s Dyke, and shed a tear for all the lovely locations that got away.

Even with this limitation, the choice of sites has not been easy. Some were self-evident: Runnymede for example, and HMS Victory and the Tower of London; others – a Saxon church, or a village war memorial – were selected from any number of other candidates, perhaps for their relative unfamiliarity, or perhaps simply for their geographical location, since I have been at pains to spread the net as widely and evenly as I can. Despite my best efforts, I am fully aware that there are a disproportionate number in and around London, but this I fear is inevitable. I am also aware that by no means all the sites are in themselves particularly spectacular – this is in no sense a guidebook; each, however, tells its own story, and makes, I hope, its own contribution to the final picture.

And that picture is by no means exclusively political. History is also written in our landscape and our culture, in our science and our religion. I have tried to cover – insofar as the available space allows – all these, and also to trace the main changes over the centuries in our social and economic life. Have I found any of that buried treasure? I doubt it. Have I been absurdly over-ambitious? Very probably; but I have no regrets. The challenge has taught me a lot, and has been hugely enjoyable into the bargain. If my readers get half as much pleasure out of reading this book as I have had in writing it, I shall be more than adequately rewarded.

John Julius Norwich

Castle Combe, April 2011
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Introduction

Although this first section of our history is short, consisting of only two places, it covers by far the longest period of time – some thirty centuries, from the Neolithic Age of perhaps 3000 BC to the coming of the Romans. Over such a period, and considering the paucity of our knowledge, it is impossible to do more than generalize. Progress was inevitably made – in agriculture, in pottery, in carpentry and rough metalwork – but it would have been painfully slow; our present civilization probably advances in a week further than prehistoric man advanced in a millennium.

Geographically speaking, England was already much as it is today, although most of it was thickly forested; a squirrel could have travelled from the Severn to the Humber without once touching the ground. As to the size of the population we can only guess, but it is unlikely to have been more than a million or so and perhaps substantially smaller. In the early centuries they would all have been hunter-gatherers, semi-nomadic and living in caves or primitive shelters in the forest. Then, very gradually, they would discover the secrets of agriculture, and for the first time indulge in the luxury of a settled habitation. The next step was a village, and so finally to a town, though there were no towns worthy of the name until long after the Roman invasion.

And what did these people leave behind? Not a lot. Apart from Stonehenge itself and other stone circles like it – the neighbouring one at Avebury and Stanton Drew in Somerset are the most important – and a number of long barrows and tumuli, mostly to be found in Wiltshire and Dorset, there is far too little to enable us to form a clear picture of these early inhabitants of our island. We should love to know more, for example, about their religions. On the Druids and their preoccupation with oak trees and mistletoe we have the evidence of the Elder Pliny, who offers us a few unsubstantiated lines, and that’s about all. With so few communications between the various settlements – though England’s oldest road, the Ridgeway, ran between the Dorset coast and the River Thames – there would almost certainly have been countless other cults and beliefs, but we have no means of telling.

Where the selection of sites is concerned, Stonehenge was of course a foregone conclusion. Flag Fen we chose because it is as different as can be and is – to me at any rate – quite extraordinarily full of interest. It is also some two millennia later, belonging as it does to the Bronze Age rather then the Neolithic. Unlike Stonehenge, too, it is relatively little known, having been discovered less than thirty years ago. These two sites alone give, I know, hopelessly inadequate coverage of the earliest and most extensive period in our history, but there: we are limited to 100 altogether, and given the range and richness of what is to come, we simply can’t afford any more.


1

Stonehenge

WILTSHIRE

There are about 1,000 stone circles and henges – a henge simply means a Neolithic earthwork, normally without stones – in the British Isles; but none is so dramatic or impressive as Stonehenge, England’s most revered ancient monument, which stands on a gentle hilltop just outside Amesbury in Wiltshire. There is in fact far more of it than meets the eye: the huge stone circle is only part of a massive ceremonial site encompassing most of the immediately surrounding land; traces of a second stone circle were discovered as recently as 2009. Not surprisingly, it is impossible to give it a precise date; the best scientific opinion puts it at 3000–2500 BC (though people went on fiddling with it for another 1,000 years after that), which makes it about the same date as the Great Pyramid. Admittedly, the pyramid has lasted longer; it still looks much as it did when it was first built – or would if you could eliminate the thousands of tourists – while Stonehenge (which also has tourists, and how) lacks about half its great stones. One of the countless enigmas that surround the site is what has happened to those that are missing; many of them seem to have disappeared completely. Could it be that after all that time a-building, the great monument was left unfinished?

And if so, why? It’s possible, I suppose, that the missing monoliths could have been removed, in order to be used for other purposes; but to dislodge and then to transport a four-ton hunk of rock is no easy task. And that leads us to another mystery, the one that always comes up in any conversation on the subject: how did those immense stones get there in the first place? In prehistoric times before there were roads, the only way to move them – having first freed them from the earth, presumably by levers – was to put them on huge rafts and float them down rivers; that was easy enough for the pyramid builders because they had the Nile almost on the doorstep, and anyway their stone mostly came from quarries close by. But the nearest river to Stonehenge is the Avon, nearly two miles away, and the huge bluestones that form the inner circle have been proved to originate in the Preseli Hills in Pembrokeshire, some 160 miles distant. Could they really have been loaded on to rafts on the coast of South Wales, sailed up the Bristol Channel, then floated up the comparatively narrow Rivers Wylie and Avon, with a difficult land crossing in between? Geoffrey of Monmouth, writing in the twelfth century, ascribes it all to Merlin, the wizard at the court of King Arthur – a theory that I sometimes think I prefer.

There was, of course, plenty of stone available much closer at hand – which makes this almost unbelievably difficult journey seem even more improbable. That is presumably why some geologists have come up with a new theory: that the stones are things called glacial erratics, which do not belong to the area in which they are found, having been transported there naturally by glaciers. In this case they would owe their present position to a terrifying phenomenon known as the Irish Sea Glacier, roughly fifty miles across, which swept down from the north millions – perhaps billions – of years ago.

And what was it all for? Here is yet another mystery. Forget all that stuff about Druids and mistletoe – the short answer is that we really don’t know; and as the civilization that built the monument left no written records, we have to resort to guesswork. There is perhaps some clue in a stone known as the Heelstone, which stands away to the north-east, unfortunately almost touching the A344. To those standing inside the circle on Midsummer Day, the sun rises immediately above it. This, on the other hand, may easily be coincidental. One fact that seems moderately certain is that Stonehenge was, perhaps among other things, a burial ground: as recently as 2008, cremated bodies were found that could be dated to around 3000 BC, and burials seem to have continued for many centuries afterwards. Nor were they all of local people; isotope analysis has found the remains of one young boy of Mediterranean origin, while a metal-worker who died around 2300 BC (and has been nicknamed ‘the Amesbury Archer’) apparently hailed from what is now Bavaria.

Although it may not look like it, Stonehenge has been heavily restored on a number of occasions. We have only to compare the monument as it looks today with the innumerable eighteenth- and nineteenth-century watercolours to see how much work has been done. During the twentieth century, stones that had fallen over were re-erected, and several of the lintels – those that were meant to lie horizontally, supported by two uprights – have been replaced in their original positions, not without the help of generous quantities of cement. And there have been other ‘improvements’ too. When I first went there at the age of eight on a baking August day in 1938, my mother dressed me in a tiny pair of leopard-skin pants and I remember climbing all over the stones while she filmed me with what was then known as a ciné-camera. Alas, those days are over. The whole site was given a cordon sanitaire in 1977, and now the public is kept at a discreet distance away from the stones themselves, although you can still walk all the way round the circle. Even then, the fact that it nestles in the fork of two major roads is hardly conducive to your enjoyment.

No matter: Stonehenge still has its magic. Stay there a little while and let the atmosphere sink in; then, if you have time, go on to the great stone circle at Avebury, some twenty miles across Salisbury Plain to the north. It is thought to be even a little older than its more celebrated neighbour, and there is not really so much to see; but the surroundings are a good deal more salubrious and – since they include a rather pretty village – there is an admirable pub nearby with which to reward yourself when the day is over.


2

Flag Fen

CAMBRIDGESHIRE

Stonehenge, as its name implies, belongs to the Stone Age. Flag Fen, on the other hand, represents the Age of Bronze, which in England roughly covers the years 2100 to 750 BC. It must have been a worrying age to live in, particularly for a people principally engaged in agriculture and the rearing of livestock: the weather, which in Neolithic days had been comparatively warm and dry, was now deteriorating, all the time getting colder and with a steadily increasing rainfall. This would have been unpleasant wherever you lived; but in the fen country of East Anglia, where the ground is low, absolutely flat and in some places little more than a marsh, the increasing quantity of floods made it potentially disastrous.

It was also an age of change. Vast numbers of migrants were pouring in from mainland Europe, and recent research on the tooth enamel of bodies found in early Bronze Age graves has established the fact that a good many of them came from what is now Switzerland. (After the Alps, the Fens must have struck them as something of a contrast.) They brought with them what is now known to archaeologists as the Glockenbeckerkultur, because of the small bell-shaped beakers of pottery that they introduced; but they were also responsible for remarkable advances in metal-working techniques as well as for several new social customs, including the practice of individual burials rather than mass graves – as, for example, at Stonehenge – making them infinitely more informative from the archaeological point of view.

The settlement at Flag Fen was discovered as recently as 1982, largely because there was next to nothing to be seen on the surface. On investigation, however, the archaeologists found, perfectly preserved in the wetland, about a quarter of a million ancient timbers, all of them worked and shaped with tools, arranged horizontally in five very long rows. Together with another 60,000 verticals, they formed a causeway a kilometre or so long between Peterborough and the little town of Whittlesey. It is hard to date; but perhaps if we said around 1200 BC we should not be too wide of the mark.

What was this causeway for? Once again, it is difficult to say. It may have been a sort of defensive line, a border between the territory of one tribe and another; it may have been a means of getting herds of cattle across the fen; it may even have been both. About halfway across, however, it broadens out into an artificial island roughly the size of Wembley Stadium; and this island, it is believed, may have had some religious connotation. A large quantity of what seem to be votive offerings has been discovered. They include a gold ring, the more exciting because only one other of its period is known to exist; a scabbard decorated with what may be the earliest known example of Celtic art; and a superb collection of Bronze Age swords and daggers, many of them deliberately broken. One theory is that these were intended to assuage the obvious anger of whatever gods the fen people worshipped, in the hopes of being granted warmer and drier weather; but the jury is still out. And there have been plenty of other finds too, less valuable perhaps, but every bit as significant: also embedded in the mud were a set of shears in their original wooden case; a whole selection of metal-working tools; and the oldest wheel in England.

Fortunately, the swampy mud of the Fens is almost devoid of oxygen, which means that the timbers beneath it do not rot away as we might normally expect. The difficulty is that as soon as they are exposed to the air the rotting process begins; and on no account must they be allowed to dry out too quickly. This explains why, in the Preservation Hall, we can see some of the newly retrieved logs only through a thin and mist-like spray. Another effective method of timber conservation, also in use here, is that of so-called freeze drying: essentially freezing the wood so that all the moisture inside turns to ice, and then suddenly heating it so that the ice turns directly to steam, without passing through the water stage en route.

[image: image]

But the Preservation Hall is by no means the only interesting building at Flag Fen. Apart from the Visitor Centre near the entrance there is an admirable little museum at the far end of the site; a fascinating reconstruction of two Iron Age roundhouses, with interior linings of reeds and thatched roofs that descend to within a few inches of the ground; a fen bog garden and a Roman herb garden – to say nothing of a recreated but extensive Bronze Age settlement. The whole island has been carefully landscaped, and planted with trees and shrubs that would have been there at that time. It also seems to be an extraordinary – if unofficial – nature reserve, with some fifty different birds and heaven knows how many species of dragonfly.

But there is also its atmosphere. On one of the internet websites it is, rather surprisingly, compared to the Abbey Road crossing made famous by the Beatles; for my part I find it far more reminiscent of one of the smaller, uninhabited islands in the Venetian Lagoon, the surroundings of which are, in many areas and in many respects, strangely similar to the Fens. Both, I feel, are haunted, though their ghosts are benign; and both, in any weather but above all on clear summer days, are quite astonishingly beautiful.
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Introduction

Forget Julius Caesar. It has been suggested that his invasions of Britain in 55 and 54 BC marked the dividing line between prehistory and history, and perhaps they did; but he made no lasting impact on the island. The great moment – which changed it for ever – came almost exactly a century later in AD 43, when the legions of the Emperor Claudius overran the south-east and established the province of Britannia. At first they stopped at the Fosse Way, which linked two of their most important military bases, Exeter and Lincoln. Later, around AD 60, they had little trouble mopping up the south-west; but after that the advance became more difficult. Manpower was in short supply, lines of communication and supply were lengthening. Northern England and Wales were conquered but were never wholly reliable, and though there were plenty of military bases – Chester being the most important – there was always a slight feeling of insecurity. Few Romans built their villas in the north. In the last years of the century one or two intrepid legions pressed on as far into the wilds as Aberdeenshire; but Scotland was soon abandoned, and when Hadrian arrived in 122 he made the decision final. His superb wall – the most impressive military construction to be found anywhere within the Roman Empire – was the clearest possible demarcation of his northern frontier.

There was also a very considerable non-military immigration. Roman administrators, engineers, justiciars, builders of roads and bridges had followed the armies – when they had not accompanied them – and they had been joined over the years by merchants, tradesmen and manufacturers. The result was the appearance of Britain’s first genuine towns. Roman town planning was not, it has to be said, an immediate success: three of their most promising attempts – Colchester, St Albans and London – were burned to the ground by Queen Boudicca (or, as I prefer to call her, Boadicea) and her Iceni tribesmen in AD 60–1. After that, however, things went a good deal better; by the end of the Roman occupation there were to be no fewer than twenty administrative centres (civitates) and perhaps another 100-odd communities describable as towns. Of course they were tiny by today’s standards – London, the biggest, probably had a population of around 30,000 – but few cities north of the Alps could boast many more.

And then there were the villas. They start appearing in the south of England as early as the second century; but as time passed and prosperity increased, so too did their sophistication. Their greatest flowering came in the third and fourth centuries – long after most of the towns had stopped growing. This is the age of Chedworth and Fishbourne, of Rockbourne in Hampshire and of Lullingstone in Kent and of many others, some of which are lying still undiscovered, still awaiting the archaeologist’s spade. But by this time the Pax Romana, which had made so much of this development possible, was beginning to crumble as new invasions threatened. More and more towns threw up defensive walls; from the later third century dates that magnificent series of defences around the south-east coast generally known as the Forts of the Saxon Shore. Finally in 367 came the ‘Barbarian Conspiracy’, when Rome’s three main enemies – the Picts, the Scots and the Saxons – launched a combined attack on the province. They were beaten back, but the writing was on the wall. The beginning of the fifth century saw a steady dégringolade: Gaul was overrun by Germanic tribes and much of the Roman army was transferred to deal with the situation (which it totally failed to do). Soon afterwards the army left in Britain mutinied; three leaders followed in swift succession; more troops were withdrawn; and in 410 the Emperor Honorius informed his British subjects that in future they would have to look after themselves.

The Roman occupation of Britain had ended on a note of anticlimax. A sadder, darker age was about to begin.
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Roman Walls of Colchester

ESSEX

Dorchester, Winchester, Rochester, Manchester – in all these, including Chester itself, the ‘chester’ stands for castra, which means a Roman camp. Of them all, however, from the Roman point of view, the oldest and the most important is Colchester. It is prodigiously rich in Roman remains. Most of its magnificent walls still stand, marking the boundary of the ancient city, and despite their age look formidably strong, as does the great gate to the west, now known as Balkerne Gate, which is also mostly Roman work. Colchester has claimed to be the oldest community in England. In fact it isn’t – Thatcham in Berkshire and Abingdon in Oxfordshire were both settlements in prehistoric times – but it is certainly the oldest recorded town. Under its Roman name of Camulodunum, it is mentioned by Pliny the Elder (who died in AD 79); but even before the Roman Conquest of Britain in AD 43 it was the centre of power for Cunobelin, the British King of the Catuvellauni tribe, better known to us – and to Shakespeare – as Cymbeline.

In early Roman days Colchester was the capital of Britain. After the administrative centre was transferred to London, it continued to do duty as a vitally important military base. As such it boasted a magnificent temple dedicated to the Divine Claudius – every Roman emperor, you may remember, was automatically deified after his death – on the ruins of which, about 1,000 years later, the Normans were to build Colchester Castle, that tremendous keep – in fact the largest they ever built – that still exists today. For a time all went well; but then, in AD 60–1, there came the great rebellion against Roman rule in East Anglia by the Iceni tribe under their terrifying Queen Boudicca (or Boadicea). (She is the subject of a somewhat alarming statue in cast aluminium erected in Colchester in 2009 – not a patch on Thomas Thornycroft’s superb one at the end of Westminster Bridge.) In the course of this uprising, Colchester was sacked and burned until barely one stone was left on another. The entire population – said to have numbered some 30,000 – sought refuge in the Temple; they all perished when the flames took hold. London and St Albans fared very little better. It was four years afterwards, as part of the general process of reconstruction, that the massive 3,000-yard town walls were built – a little late, one feels – together with the great Roman Circus, designed for chariot racing and other less savoury performances, which was unearthed by local archaeologists beneath the headquarters of the Military Garrison as recently as 2004.

What was life like for a Roman legionary in Britain in the later first century AD and the early second? The first thing to remember is that he was intensely proud of his calling. He was a member of the greatest and the best trained army in the world, for which there was always a waiting list. Often acceptance depended on influence; it helped, too, if his father had been a legionary before him. He had to be a Roman citizen, over eighteen years old and above average height; and – though this was not spelt out in writing – he had to be superbly healthy and strong. Daily drills, punishing physical exercise and forced marches with heavy equipment, all under the army’s tight and unremitting discipline, would either toughen a man or break him; and many were the recruits who, after a month or two of this treatment, would limp sadly away. In return for all this his salary would be good, but not princely; a portion of it was always deducted at source for his food, lodging and weaponry. Marriage was forbidden – though a good many had girlfriends in the neighbouring town or village – largely because he was expected to be ready to leave at a moment’s notice for anywhere in the empire, a vast area extending, in its heyday, from the Pillars of Hercules (the modern Gibraltar) to Mesopotamia. The normal period of service was fixed at twenty-five years, after which each man was given a generous discharge bonus equivalent to thirteen years’ salary.

[image: image]

Of course, the army was not exclusively composed of legionaries. There was a secondary army of much the same size – including many who were locally employed – founded by the Emperor Augustus and known as the auxilia. This existed primarily to accommodate those who were not imperial citizens and provided most of the specialist services: road-makers and bridge-designers, architects and builders, archers and – rather surprisingly – most of the cavalry, both heavy and light. There was almost complete freedom of worship, both for legionaries and auxiliaries; coming as they did from every corner of the empire, they represented any number of different beliefs. The official religion was still that of Ancient Rome, based on the gods of Olympus – Jupiter, Juno, Minerva, Apollo and the rest; but soldiers were at liberty to bow their heads to whatever deities they pleased; as we know, in the later centuries the originally Persian god Mithras became increasingly popular. The only religion that was prohibited at the time of which we are speaking was Christianity, which by now was considered a serious threat to the Roman tradition.

The Colchester Castle Museum is well worth visiting. The rest of the town, alas, has been largely ruined by post-war planners; but nobody should miss the magnificent remains of St Botolph’s, the first Augustinian priory in England which, despite its bombardment in 1648 during the Civil War, is still hugely impressive. Finally, just outside the town, try Bourne Mill, an enchanting little conceit built by Sir Thomas Lucas in 1591 as a fishing lodge. The outsize gables, with their joyfully irresponsible finials and curlicues, suggest the hand of the Dutch Protestant refugees who had established a community in Colchester. It is owned by the National Trust, open to the public and strongly recommended.
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Chedworth Roman Villa

GLOUCESTERSHIRE

Colchester is about Roman politics and military organization; Hadrian’s Wall is about loneliness and distant outposts on a bleak frontier; but if you want to know about Roman daily life – at least for those who could afford it – you must go to Chedworth. It is a magical place today, tucked away deep in the Cotswolds; but in Roman times it probably felt a good deal more accessible, standing as it does close to the Fosse Way, that magnificent Roman road that begins at Exeter and runs, in an almost direct line, north-eastward through Bath, Cirencester and Leicester to Lincoln – a total of some 270 miles. (You can, incidentally, follow it on foot for most of its length; in some short stretches the original paving-stones, complete with cart tracks, are still visible.) In the early days of the Roman occupation, before the legions advanced to the north and west, the Fosse Way constituted the frontier of the empire; later, however, when it was no longer so exposed, the part that runs through the Cotswolds seems to have become a favourite area for war veterans and others to settle in after their retirement; the remains of no fewer than twenty-two other villas have been excavated within ten miles of Chedworth, and there are doubtless many more that have yet to be discovered.

Villa is, quite simply, the Latin word for ‘farm’; and it’s easy to forget that Roman Britain was very largely an agricultural society – only some 10 per cent of the population lived in towns. But when we talk of Roman villas nowadays we mean something more like a well-to-do country estate, although it would also have been a working farm. Its fortunate owner would certainly have cultivated his land – or paid other people to do so – and much of his produce would have consisted of items recently introduced by the Romans: cabbages, carrots, cucumbers, radishes, celery, broad beans and walnuts. He may have tried also to grow vines, although the wine that he and his family drank at table would more probably have been imported from Gaul, together with figs and olive oil. The landed gentry were most likely to be Romanized Britons, for by the second century, when Chedworth was first built, the Pax Romana reigned and the land was (on the whole) at peace. Moreover there was by now relatively little continued immigration. Whoever he may have been, the first builder of this particular villa was a rich man, for he laid it out on a remarkably generous scale, its three sections framing a central courtyard in the Roman style. The result is one of the largest and most impressive villas in England.

Despite its size, Chedworth seems in those early days to have been fairly unpretentious; there is no sign of anything particularly showy. Early in the fourth century, however, the villa was transformed; it now became an elite gentleman’s residence. A fourth wing was added, completely enclosing the courtyard and turning it into a proper Roman atrium, with an elegant colonnaded peristyle. Another addition was a series of astonishing bath-houses. The villa was already equipped to face the perishing Cotswold winters with the Roman system of hypocausts – basically underfloor heating; it now received a Turkish bath, a sauna and a cold plunge, all with superb mosaic floors.

It is these that are the pride and glory of Chedworth. All too often, such mosaics – and sometimes the entire monument that surrounds them – are protected by vast sheds of wood or corrugated iron, which not only make it impossible to enjoy them properly but also utterly destroy the surrounding landscape. Here, thanks to the National Trust, they are properly exposed to view, so that we can see them as they should be seen. Alas, those depicting Bacchic orgies have almost gone, leaving only just enough for us to see what fun they must have been; gone, too, is the personification of Autumn. But her sisters Spring, Summer and Winter have survived, and very splendid they are; not highly sophisticated perhaps, but high-spirited and full of life. Their creators obviously loved their job and, one suspects, had a first-rate sense of humour into the bargain.

We see floor mosaics all over the Roman world, in the furthest reaches of the empire. There is a vast palace in Sicily containing literally acres of them; while in Tunisia one gets the feeling that they must have adorned every floor of every room in every house. In England too, there are plenty, most of all, perhaps, at Fishbourne, near Chichester, where there is another so-called palace, larger and grander than Chedworth, which has been hailed by its owners, the Sussex Archaeological Society, as one of the greatest Roman buildings in the empire – a mighty claim indeed when one remembers the Colosseum. It boasts some truly magnificent mosaics – there is a justly famous one of a cupid on a dolphin – but it is sadly unatmospheric and institutionalized. I had thought at one moment of including it on this list, but no: Roman villas should be seen, not in those vast sheds, but in their proper surroundings of green hills, fields and woodland. Give me Chedworth, every time.
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Fort of Housesteads

HADRIAN’S WALL, NORTHUMBERLAND

Hadrian’s Wall is, for most of us, pretty remote and comparatively inaccessible; but it repays the journey a thousandfold. Set in the wildest and most rugged part of England, originally fifteen to twenty feet high by seven to ten feet thick, it marches majestically for seventy-three miles right across the country from coast to coast, from the Solway Firth to the River Tyne.

It was Julius Caesar who first invaded Britain in 55 and 54 BC, but nothing much came of it: he seems to have been simply flexing his muscles with little more than a reconnaissance. Trade began, and developed as the years passed; but the land was effectively left in peace until AD 43, when the Emperor Claudius sent an army with orders both to conquer and to colonize. Ultimately, they did so; but they did not have it all their own way. Caratacus, leader of the Catuvellauni tribe in central England, and Boudicca, Queen of the Iceni in East Anglia, both put up a stiff resistance, and the Roman Governors, usually known as Legates, seldom escaped having to contend with one uprising or another. Gradually, however, they established themselves, making their new province as much like Rome as possible, building immense public baths as in Bath (q.v.), or fine, luxurious villas as at Fishbourne or Chedworth (q.v.).

Then, in the year AD 121, the Emperor Hadrian arrived in Britain to survey his most northerly outpost. Who, first of all, was he? Briefly, he was the greatest Roman emperor between Augustus and the fourth-century Constantine the Great. He was by origin a Spaniard, born almost certainly near what is now Seville, who became emperor after the death of his predecessor Trajan in AD 117. The empire covered a vast area, yet somehow, during his twenty-one-year reign, Hadrian visited every corner of it: always on the move, eating and sleeping rough with his men. Deeply cultured and an ardent Philhellene, he knew his Greek philosophers well, was no mean poet and did his best to make Athens the cultural capital of the empire. Finally he was the first emperor since Nero to wear a beard, setting a fashion for his successors that was to continue until Constantine.

Having heard rumours of a recent rebellion in the north of Britain, he marched up to the north and ordered the construction of the magnificent wall that bears his name. Most of it still exists today, looking quite magnificent as it strides across the Northumbrian hills. Only Hadrian could have done it. He designed it as an extended military base, with troops stationed in fortresses set at regular 500-yard intervals along its length, as a means of keeping out marauders from the north and marking the limits of a feasible Roman province. Of the fortresses, the most complete is the one the Romans called Vercovicium, which we generally know as Housesteads. The perfect monument to Roman military power, it is now the property of the National Trust, and administered by English Heritage. Built in stone probably around AD 124, it does not straddle the wall – as do all its fellows – with half of the building on barbarian territory; instead, it stands entirely on the south side, the wall itself constituting its northern defence. It possesses a small museum, but there is a larger one in the nearby fort of Chesters (Cilurnum).

The other most interesting site is actually a little to the south of the wall, but near enough to be mentioned in the same context. It is the camp of Vindolanda, and it was here that in 1973 archaeologists unearthed what are known as the Vindolanda Tablets – small, square pieces of wood, each bearing ten or twelve lines of handwriting, written in ink and in the Roman cursive script. Not surprisingly, most of them are concerned with military matters; a fair number, however, are a good deal more personal. Of these perhaps the best known is written by Claudia Severa, wife of the commander of another fort, to Sulpicia Lepidina, wife of the commander of Vindolanda, inviting her to her birthday party. It is one of the earliest examples we know of writing by a woman. Other examples take the form of what we might call laundry lists, and finally establish the answer to a question that has long tormented historians: yes, Roman soldiers did wear underpants.

And yet for me the essence of Hadrian’s Wall is not the information that it reveals so much as the atmosphere that it creates. Standing at Housesteads – or anywhere else along its length – and gazing at it as it disappears over the horizon, suddenly it brings the long Roman occupation to life; we can imagine the poor legionaries, many of whom had marched from the Mediterranean or even the Balkans, standing guard on the watchtowers, fighting the cruel winds and the bitter cold as they gazed over the bleak northern hills where dwelt the barbarians – and, quite possibly, lurked the dragons – wondering why they had ever enlisted.

Others, however, may have felt more like Kipling’s Roman centurion, having received his marching orders to return to Rome, and pleading to be allowed to stay:


… You’ll take the broad Aurelian road, through shore-descending pines,

Where, blue as any peacock’s neck, the Tyrrhene Ocean shines.

You’ll go where laurel crowns are won, but – will you e’er forget

The smell of hawthorn in the sun, or bracken in the wet?

Let me work here, for Britain’s sake – at any task you will –

A marsh to drain, a road to make or native troops to drill.

Some Western camp (I know the Pict) or granite Border keep,

Mid seas of heather derelict, where our old messmates sleep.

Legate, I come to you in tears – My cohort ordered home!

I’ve served in Britain forty years. What should I do in Rome?

Here is my heart, my soul, my mind – the only life I know.

I cannot leave it all behind. Command me not to go!
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Introduction

One of the chief difficulties confronting any would-be writer on Anglo-Saxon England is that we still know pathetically little about it. Documentary evidence is slight indeed: the most valuable, perhaps, is the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, a collection of annals originally dating from the ninth century. Manuscript copies were circulated to all the leading monasteries, where they were independently updated. Then we have the Ecclesiastical History of the Venerable Bede, which begins with Julius Caesar’s invasion of 55 BC and ends in 731, four years before Bede’s own death. But there is relatively little else. Beowulf, a long epic poem probably written in the ninth or tenth century, provides any amount of local colour, but nothing solid to offer historians. For the rest we have to fall back on archaeology, which in the past century or so has made several spectacular discoveries, of which Sutton Hoo has been by far the most exciting.

The years following the departure of the Romans in AD 410 remain frustratingly obscure and deeply unhappy. England was left unprotected and rudderless. During the third and fourth centuries there had been increasing numbers of plundering raids by Anglo-Saxons from across the North Sea; henceforth ‘the English’, as they came to be called, could be expected every spring for a season of looting, burning, raping and sacking; then, probably around 450, they began to make permanent settlements. Over the next century these new settlers – Bede divides them into Angles, Saxons and Jutes, which is convenient but a serious oversimplification – spread the length and breadth of the country. It is at about this time that we hear of a great Romano-British leader, Ambrosius Aurelianus, who won at least one great battle against the English newcomers before passing – as King Arthur – into legend.

Thus, almost miraculously it seemed, out of all the chaos and devastation, a remarkable new civilization began to emerge. It began in 597, when Pope Gregory the Great despatched St Augustine on a mission to convert the Anglo-Saxons to Christianity. Augustine landed in Kent, where he made his headquarters in Canterbury and became its first archbishop, giving the city the religious primacy it still enjoys today. All through the following century the work of conversion continued. Occasionally there were clashes with the old British Church – which itself had not lifted a finger to convert the invaders – but the Synod of Whitby in 664 settled their differences and harmony was restored.

By this point great churches and monasteries were making their appearance for the first time, and were rapidly developing into centres of art and learning unrivalled anywhere in western Europe. Thus it was that by the eighth century Britain had succeeded in developing a new, surprisingly sophisticated and deeply Christian Anglo-Saxon society. But then came disaster: a new enemy, sweeping down from the north-east to destroy this society just as cruelly as the Anglo-Saxons had devastated the Romano-British before them: the Vikings. Their very first victim, in 793, was the monastery of Lindisfarne; and for the next seventy years they wrought destruction not only along the east coast but the south – where they reached as far as Cornwall – and even north to the Severn estuary. Then they too chose to settle. Those from Norway and Sweden went for the most part elsewhere: those who established themselves in England were the Danes.

Northumbria and Mercia were soon wiped out; only Wessex was left, and it was the Wessex King, Alfred, who alone succeeded in halting the Danish advance. Indeed, he did more. In the peace that he finally concluded with the Danish King Guthrum, English and Danes were accepted as equals and there is a reference to ‘all the English race’. Alfred himself began to be described as ‘King of the Anglo-Saxons’. Dying in 899, he established a dynasty, founded not on primogeniture but with each succeeding monarch elected by the great council of nobles and higher clergy – the Witanagemot – from all the members of the royal family. All through the first three-quarters of the tenth century the power of the royal house grew, as did the extent of its dominions. It was at this time, too, that England assumed its rough administrative shape, with the shires and counties that we know today. By the death of King Edgar in 975 the kings of England counted themselves among the leading rulers of western Europe.

Just four years later, however, there succeeded one of the most catastrophic kings ever to sit on the English throne. The thirty-eight-year reign of Ethelred the Unready, who succeeded only after the murder – in which he was deeply implicated – of his elder brother, saw a new wave of Viking attacks, which he did virtually nothing to stop. Instead, he embarked on a disastrous policy of appeasement, paying the aggressors no less than 22,000 pounds of gold – the infamous Danegeld. Worse still, in 1002 he gave orders for the massacre of the Danish communities that had been long established in the country and deplored the recent attacks as much as anyone.

As always, appeasement failed. The year 1009 saw a full-scale invasion by the Danish King Sweyn, and England found itself part of a vast Scandinavian empire, embracing not only Denmark but also Sweden and part of Norway. Ethelred fled, to everyone’s relief, and died soon afterwards, and the Witanagemot elected Sweyn’s son, Canute. And then a miracle happened. The former Norse raider transformed himself into an admirable Anglo-Saxon king. He married Ethelred’s widow Emma of Normandy, adopted Anglo-Saxon traditions and customs, and single-handedly restored the kingdom of England to its former place among the European nations. He even attended the imperial coronation of the Emperor Conrad II in Rome, where he was received with the highest honours.

What is left today of Anglo-Saxon England? Architecturally, a surprising amount: at least fifty of our parish churches are of Anglo-Saxon origin. For the rest, apart from the Sutton Hoo hoard and some remarkable metalwork – the Alfred Ring in the British Museum is worth going a long way to see – all the greatest art of the period has survived in illuminated manuscripts, best exemplified by the Lindisfarne Gospels. The style is quite unlike that found anywhere else: more Celtic in origin with its repeated knot designs, but also clearly influenced by Byzantium, and by Carolingian art in Germany.

One last masterpiece stands alone, utterly individual and surely one of the most wholly enjoyable and entertaining works of art ever created: the Bayeux Tapestry. Commissioned by Bishop Odo of Bayeux, William of Normandy’s half-brother, it is widely regarded as the work of Anglo-Saxon needleworkers. Whoever was responsible for it, it sings.
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Sutton Hoo

SUFFOLK

A few miles from the Suffolk coast near Woodbridge, overlooking the River Deben and on a high ridge about 100 feet above it, a cluster of curious-looking mounds stands out against the sky. Until the summer of 1939 nobody bothered much about it, and the place remained virtually unknown. But then a team of archaeologists began to dig, and suddenly the name of Sutton Hoo – ‘hoo’ is an Old English word meaning the spur of a hill – was on everyone’s lips. What they had unearthed was perhaps the most exciting discovery in the history of English archaeology, a discovery that threw a completely new light on England in what we used to call the Dark Ages: the Anglo-Saxon world of Beowulf, hero of this country’s first great epic poem. Beowulf is actually set in southern Sweden; but in those days Scandinavia must have seemed even closer than it does today. In the absence of roads, land travel was practically non-existent, whereas the coast of Denmark was just a day or two away, a lot more easily accessible than London.

Ships were consequently of immense importance; and the central discovery at Sutton Hoo is a ship burial dating back to the early seventh century. Although the practice was also known in Ancient Egypt, this was essentially a Scandinavian idea, whereby a ship was used as a ceremonial container for the deceased, and for all the treasure that was buried with him. Sometimes indeed it formed a part of the treasure itself. At Sutton Hoo the wooden hull of the ship had rotted completely away, but its outline had been preserved in what was described by one of the archaeologists as ‘a kind of crusted, blackened sand’. It was twenty-seven metres long, accommodated some forty oarsmen, could easily have sailed across the North Sea and very probably had.

But the ship was only the start; the contents were still more astonishing. The first surprise, though a negative one, was that there was no body; it had completely dissolved away. A few bones, however, would have told us comparatively little. What did survive was an astonishing wealth of precious objects that were buried with their owner. We have, first of all, his magnificent helmet of bronze, with a frontal mask. When found, it had been shattered to fragments by the collapse of the tomb roof, but it has now been painstakingly reconstructed. Brow, nose and mouth are all gilded, as is a short but heavy moustache; all combine to create a face – one that brings him instantly and vividly to life. Then there are his sword, with a gold cloisonné pommel decorated with garnets that must have come from India or Sri Lanka; his shield and spears; his lyre; and a wealth of superbly wrought jewellery – a great golden buckle, shoulder-clasps similarly of gold and garnets – a purse (of which the leather pouch has gone) that carried thirty-seven Frankish gold shillings, each from a different mint, drinking horns made from the horns of an aurochs (a wild ox now extinct) and a quantity of imperial silverware, bowls and spoons, that can have originated only in Byzantium.

Nothing on this scale had ever been discovered in England before. Now the great question remains to be answered: to whom did this glorious hoard belong? Who was the man buried amid such splendour? He must surely have been a king, or at least a great heroic warrior chieftain. We shall never know; the name of the early seventh-century Raedwald, King of the East Angles, has often been proposed and may well be right, but there is no proof – or, probably, ever will be. Perhaps, however, this is not so very important. What gives Sutton Hoo its power and fascination is the light it sheds on a sophisticated civilization of which we previously knew remarkably little, with what we did know often founded on myth and legend rather than serious historical documentation: a northern civilization centred on the North Sea, comprising East Anglia, Scandinavia, Normandy, Brittany and very probably Iceland, with commercial links that extended as far as Byzantium and perhaps even India. The Dark Ages, it seems, were not so dark after all.

As established treasure-trove, all the finds at Sutton Hoo were awarded to the landowner, Mrs Edith May Pretty; and Mrs Pretty then presented them to the nation. All the principal items from Mound 1 – site of the ship burial – went, quite correctly to ensure their proper conservation and security, to the British Museum; at the time they constituted the largest gift ever made to the museum by a living donor. They are now on permanent display in Room 41. The original finds dating from the excavation of Mounds 2, 3 and 4 in 1938 will be found at the nearby Ipswich Museum, in a specially designed Anglo-Saxon Gallery opened in 1996. Sutton Hoo itself, however, offers much that is of interest. There are regular tours of the site with knowledgeable guides, and the National Trust – which now owns and administers the property – has arranged an excellent Visitor Centre, where you can find the full (and extraordinary) story of the excavations and examine a life-size restoration of the ship itself.

There have been later archaeological campaigns, especially in the late 1960s and again in the late 1980s, and there will doubtless be further digs in future. Who knows how much more this thrilling site will yield?
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Lindisfarne

NORTHUMBERLAND

The Holy Island of Lindisfarne is not, it must be admitted, easy to reach. Tucked away in the extreme north-east corner of England, it is attainable only by means of a long causeway, negotiable for only a few hours a day at low tide. As Sir Walter Scott deplorably described it:

Dry-shod o’er sands, twice every day,

The pilgrims to the shrine find way.

Twice every day the waves efface

Of staves and sandalled feet the trace.

On the other hand it is, in its own rather bleak fashion, wildly beautiful; and it sums up, better than anywhere else I know, that extraordinary flowering of monastic culture in the area which directly preceded – and was largely destroyed by – the Viking raids.

The story of Christianity in the north-east began when Ethelburga, the daughter of King Ethelbert and Queen Bertha of Kent (see Canterbury) married Edwin, King of Northumbria, and easily converted him. (It was at a subsequent meeting of wise men in order to have this conversion ratified, that one of the Saxon nobles first uttered the famous simile in which life was compared to the swift flight of a sparrow through a lighted hall.) Only a few years later the Irishman St Aidan, who had travelled with a party of monks from another holy island, Iona, off the west coast of Scotland, founded the monastery of Lindisfarne. The area, then, was from the first torn between two opposing early Christian traditions: the Roman, introduced by St Augustine, and the Irish/Scottish/Celtic as represented by St Columba and Aidan himself. The two traditions met at the famous Synod of Whitby, held in 664 principally to decide on the dating of Easter. The Romans won, and the complexion of the Church in the north-east was determined once and for all.

The monks who arrived with Aidan were the first inhabitants of the new monastery, which was devoted to two main purposes: first, the evangelization of the north of England; second, the copying of the sacred texts and histories of the early Church. This latter task was vitally important until the invention of printing eight centuries later, for how else could Christian – and classical – literature survive? At Lindisfarne as at Bede’s nearby monastery of Jarrow, copying was a veritable industry. It was not, however, a cheap one: the skin of 100 calves was required to produce a single Bible. But Lindisfarne was lucky; one of its copyists was a monk named Eadfrith, and Eadfrith was the genius – the first great English artist whose name we know – who created the Lindisfarne Gospels, to this day one of the British Library’s most treasured possessions. The volume is made still more interesting by the fact that an Old English translation of the Latin was added between the lines in the tenth century – the oldest extant translation of the Gospels into English. The initial letters in particular, with their strange, twisting, serpentine arabesques, are things to be wondered at; each is an individual, fully fledged work of art. Someone with plenty of time on their hands once counted the tiny red dots surrounding a single initial: the total came to 10,600.

The Lindisfarne Gospels were probably written for the shrine of St Cuthbert, Lindisfarne’s most distinguished alumnus, who serves nowadays as the patron saint of Northumbria. Prior of the monastery before he was thirty, he soon found the austere monastic regime too soft for him and moved out to the uninhabited Farne Islands a little further off the coast, where he could more freely indulge in his habit of saying his prayers half-immersed in the freezing sea water and communing with the puffins. It was there that he died in 687. A party from Lindisfarne rowed out to collect the body, which was buried in the monastic chapel of St Peter.

A century later, however, a new and deeply unpleasant people appeared off the English coasts. In early June 797, according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ‘dire portents appeared over Northumbria … immense whirlwinds and flashes of lightning, and fiery dragons were seen flying through the air’; and on the 8th Lindisfarne was utterly destroyed by Viking raiders. But the monks had taken no chances. Four years before, they had removed St Cuthbert’s apparently uncorrupted remains and begun to seek a safer repository for them. Seven long years the search continued; but eventually the body was lodged in the then still embryonic Durham Cathedral where it remains today.

The Vikings continued to ravage the English coastal towns
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