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Prologue

Britain is facing a unique moment of national crisis. Or so many commentators would have us believe.

This book is an attempt to explain why neither the moment, the crisis, nor indeed the ‘Britain’ of today are unique. We have been here many times before, legs dangling awkwardly over the precipice of the future, fingertips desperately clinging to the certainties of the past. Each time the Britain (or earlier, the England or the Wessex) that conservatives or incumbents have fought to preserve, and incomers or radicals have struggled to overturn, has been a different one. To help illustrate this I have picked eleven moments in the evolution of Britain and British identity, and one attempt to predict a possible future, both to show how we have arrived at our current state and to suggest that challenge and change are inevitable companions to a nation’s growth.

Change, indeed, is the heartbeat of history, a reminder that we – as individuals, groups, countries or ideologies – are not moribund, safely trussed up in a library with the other tombstones of long-dead peoples and vanished beliefs. In the seventh and sixth centuries BC, the pre-Socratic Greek philosophers, the first to see the world as a subject for critical thought rather than the plaything of the gods, expended much effort on trying to discover the prime force that made up and moulded the Universe. Thales of Miletus, the pioneer, came up with water, his successor Anaximenes plumped for air, Empedocles hedged his bets with earth, air, fire and water, while Anaximander tried to side-step the issue with a vague ‘boundless’ substance. Heraclitus of Ephesus – who was rather unkindly nicknamed the ‘obscure’ for his riddling demeanour – came up with the best solution of all. For him, change was the constant, the one thing that could be relied on. As he memorably summarized his view of history and the world: ‘You cannot step into the same river twice.’

The image of history as a river, and time as a stream which carried us helplessly forwards, is not a novel one. Yet it is a particular conceit of our own times to insist that we can dam this river, stop history and even wade backwards a decade or two to some imagined moment when national myths nurtured an idyll of self-contented ease. History has an awkward habit of breaking through. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 was supposed to mark an end, as the triumph of liberal democracy in Europe left governments free of the age-old fear of war. That optimism was misplaced: within a decade the Balkans were once more ablaze, and twenty years later Ukraine.

We live in an age of anxiety, where the simpler the message, the more potent seems its force, the greater the throng who gather around its standard. Yet history is a complex and unsettling place, full of confusing counter-currents and rip-tides, which is why, perhaps, so many reject any but a stylized version of the past.

History has varied uses: as salve for national pride, inspiration for martial endeavour or simple treasure-trove of stories. But above all, it is our ancestor’s greatest gift to us, a means to discern through the medium of their travails and triumphs how we arrived at where and who we are. We cannot know the future and we can scarcely grasp the present. History, then, is our single touchstone in deciding how to act, which social movements to embrace and which political utopias to reject.

The current question of whether Britain should be a primarily maritime (or global) power, with its face to the Atlantic, or a land power, fully engaged with our European neighbours, was just as real to our Elizabethan ancestors, who wondered whether a future as carrion crows picking on the entrails of Spanish America was preferable to the more mundane and muddy slog of sending battalions to defend their Protestant co-religionists in the Netherlands. Tied to this is how far out Britain’s defensive bulwark should lie. One increasingly favoured view is that Britain ends at the Channel and the White Cliffs of Dover, and that this is the most advantageous point from which to repel invaders, both political and economic. Yet in the fourteenth century, Bordeaux was the frontline, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the Netherlands were England’s rampart, in the eighteenth century British armies fought along the Rhine and Chesapeake, and in the late twentieth century the Falkland Islands, deep in the South Atlantic, lay inside the perimeter that Britain found essential to preserve. In none of these cases did Britain’s rulers choose to begin the defence of our interests in our own front yard, and we might do well today to heed their example.

It is Britain’s borders which lie at the heart of this book. The twelve maps which precede each of its chapters portray its frontiers (or those of one of its ancestor states) at a particular point in time. Many of these are startling. In 878 the borders of Alfred the Great’s Wessex (which would one day become England and then Britain) were confined to a small patch of marshland in Somerset. This, in a sense, was Britain. Four centuries later, and the country straddled the English Channel, embracing much of what we now know as France, and 600 years further on, its boundaries were to be found in the Caribbean, the Arabian Sea, the Indian Ocean and the Malacca Strait. These, too, were Britain. Any current nostalgia for a return to a Britain of the past must take account of the many Britains there have been, and of the likelihood that there are yet more Britains to come, all different, but all linked to those of the past.

How these borders came to be (and where they might now be leading us) is but the most obvious physical manifestation of the story. Much as the land which has made up the nation has shifted over time, so has its people, sometimes violently, with the great Anglo-Saxon and Viking invasions, occasionally on a large scale, with the recent migration from former British colonies and the European Union, but always at least with a steady demographic tide. Likewise, the notion that our nation and in particular its borders have a historical solidity – a bedrock on which British culture and traditions have always stood fast – soon proves to be an illusion, a cartographic and political sleight of hand. It is telling that Britain, unlike most nation-states, has no national day to celebrate its birth and no independence day to mark its emergence from foreign control: 14 October for the Battle of Hastings in 1066 or 1 May for the Act of Union with Scotland in 1707 have very little resonance in the public imagination and are certainly not the occasion for large-scale celebrations as 4 July in the United States or 14 July in France. We may celebrate our antiquity as a nation, but we are very unclear about how, or even when, it came into being.

That we have ended up with the Britain that we now have is something of a historical accident. For nearly four centuries, Britain was a Roman colony, whose capital was not in London (or Brussels), but in Rome, in which a foreign language (Latin) was that of government. It gained its name (Angle-Land – the land of the Angles) from a sixth-century invasion from Europe which overthrew the ‘native’ Britons, who had just recently chased out their Roman overlords. And for five centuries after 1066, when Duke William of Normandy routed the descendants of those Angles (who by then regarded themselves as authentically English), ‘England’ straddled the Channel. Its kings engaged in a series of wars with their French counterparts for control of northern France, accompanied by an especially vicious side struggle between the two monarchies over Bordeaux and its lucrative wine trade. Once England’s first European venture was over, almost as compensation, it began to absorb its neighbours in the British Isles, first bringing Wales into its administrative structure under Henry VIII, subsuming Scotland via the union of the Scottish and English Crowns in 1603 and then incorporating Ireland by a process of violent conquest, migration and economic domination. It was only then that ‘Britain’ as a political entity was finally born.

There are many possible Britains that never came into being. At quite a few moments in this process, an alternative future seemed possible (had Elizabeth I borne an heir, then Scotland and England might not have been united in 1603 under the rule of her Scottish cousin, or had Alfred the Great’s children and grandchildren not proved quite such energetic campaigners, the north and east of England may have remained under Viking rule and Danish become the lingua franca of a north English state based on York). Similarly, the exact point at which the border between Scotland and England would be fixed was in doubt for many centuries (Scottish kings pushed their control down as far as Newcastle and Carlisle in the Middle Ages, while Anglo-Saxon rulers held sway at times as far north as Edinburgh). It is even possible that Scotland, Ireland or Wales might never have come into the British orbit, or that the nucleus of the British state might have been formed in one of those countries, rather than in England.

And now, in the twenty-first century, we stand at another fork in the road. Fifty years in the future, the choice we have made, and its consequences, will be clearer, whether Britain opted for a clean break with Europe and a fragmented future quite possibly shorn of Scotland and Northern Ireland, or an awkward patchwork compromise with the European Union. Changing borders and reshaped notions of the land, identity and people that make up our nation may have forged a quite different Britain to that of today. If so, it will simply mark another waypoint on Britain’s long journey of formation, expansion, contraction and reinvention. If we can recognize this and, like Heraclitus, embrace change as a constant force, then history will be a potent source of lessons, guides and maps to navigate our future. If not, as mere nostalgia, it may drown us.

But before considering the question of how Britain might now evolve, it is necessary to look deep into its past. When (and where) did Britain begin?
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1 Britain before Britain

Before 9000 BC, anyone who wanted to come to Britain (or merely happened upon it by accident), simply had to walk. Sea-levels were much lower, with most of the world’s surface water bound up in glaciers and frozen waste-lands, and Britain was joined to continental Europe by a land corridor. When temperatures began to rise after the end of the last Ice Age, meltwater flooded into a channel off south-west Scotland and separated Britain from Ireland. The English Channel first appeared around 8000 BC, but a wide, low plain still connected eastern Britain to Europe, occupying much of what is now the North Sea (and named by archaeologists as Doggerland, after the shallows of the present-day Dogger Bank which lie within it). The final land-link to Europe was only broken by a further massive flood around 6100 BC.

Britain really was now an island, and for the next 8,100 years the question of what this meant would never go away. Ignoring the outside world was not an option once complex societies began to evolve. The elites needed (or at least craved) goods which could only be obtained elsewhere, and getting hold of them meant trade. Right from the start this pulled Britain in two ways. Would its commerce be focused to the west, across Atlantic sea-ways to Ireland and Spain, or south and east towards France and Germany?

Trade and decisions about where to direct it would also be shaped by geography. Divided by a spine of hills which bisects the country from the Chilterns to the Highlands of Scotland, Britain falls naturally into a number of zones. A western region, including much of Scotland (including the islands), Wales and Cornwall, looks to the Atlantic sea-lanes. Mineral-rich (in tin and gold), its inhabitants were natural traders, but the highland barriers which shielded them from outside influence (and invaders) also promoted a tendency to political fragmentation. The south-east, the area closest to continental Europe, had less to trade, but benefited from the accessibility of the lowlands and the relative ease of travel across the narrow Strait of Dover. These advantages would shape its inhabitants into voracious consumers of goods from elsewhere, sucking in people, merchandise and innovations and pulled this more politically cohesive zone into a millennia-long dance of engagement with Europe. Between these two poles lies a transitional region in the Midlands and parts of the north, which developed its own traditions but was most often sucked into the orbit of political authority emanating from the south. Many of the tensions and grievances which later became embedded in the political and constitutional make-up of Britain have their deep roots in these prehistoric divisions.

But before there could be merchants or monarchs, there needed to be people.

The first settlers of Britain arrived around 950,000 years ago, their touch on the empty landscape barely detectible, save in a scattering of flint tools at Happisburgh in Norfolk, and a set of forty-nine footprints found on the beach there, including the poignant imprint of several children’s feet. These pioneers were not even human, and they soon died out, as the temperatures plunged at the onset of a new Ice Age, driving almost all life from Britain’s frozen landscape. It was a story that would be repeated several times; each time Britain was colonized from Europe, the glaciers advanced southwards, pushing out or killing the settlers. The hunters who lived at Boxgrove in Sussex around 500,000 BC (members of Homo heidelbergensis, another human-like species), enjoying the rich pickings of a warm land, full of prey such as deer and rhinoceros, were driven out by the Anglian glaciation, which scoured great valleys in the landscape around 470,000 BC. It was a particularly severe Ice Age, wrapping Britain in an icy shroud as far south as Oxfordshire and Essex, and diverting the course of the River Thames, which had previously flowed into the Wash in Lincolnshire. The land was reshaped by these massive climatic fluctuations, but people found them unbearable.

Modern humans may finally have appeared in Britain for the first time around 40,000 years ago, bringing with them slightly more advanced tools and scrapers, but they, too, were defeated by the ice and retreated to warmer climes to the south. For the next 30,000 years small bands made tentative probes into Britain, but the cold was too intense to remain for long. Among them were a group archaeologists call the Gravettians, reindeer and bison hunters who roamed north in search of prey. The skeleton of one of them, discovered in 1823 by Dean William Buckland, gave rise to one of British archaeology’s more curious misunderstandings. A devout Christian, the Dean’s religious convictions forbade him to contemplate that any remains could possibly pre-date the Biblical Flood. They must instead be those of a woman of Roman origin. It turned out, once modern techniques of analysis became available, that the ‘Red Lady of Paviland’ (so named for the cave on the Gower Peninsula where the skeleton was found and the red ochre with which it was daubed) was in fact that of a young man in his early twenties, who had died around 34,000 years ago. Buckland’s error is a pointed reminder that viewing the past through the prism of current prejudices is a particular hazard when reconstructing our nation’s evolution.

None of the settlers between Happisburgh Man and the Red Lady were our ancestors. Only around 12,000 years ago did humans manage to convert tenuous toeholds into permanent occupation of the land. Startling evidence of their passing was found in 1997, when DNA extracted from the tooth pulp of a 10,000-year-old skeleton found at Cheddar Gorge in Somerset was matched to that of a local history teacher. He, at least, can trace his ‘British’ ancestry over ten millennia.

The descendants of ‘Cheddar Man’ gradually filtered across Britain. It was a wild landscape, predominantly wooded, with birch and pine forests edged out by oak, elm, ash and beech as temperatures rose. In this Mesolithic period (a ‘middle’ time between the dawn of humanity and the appearance of agriculture), small bands clustered around areas where large mammals came to water, establishing seasonal camps at places such as the reed-fringed shores of a long-vanished lake at Flixton in Yorkshire’s Vale of Pickering. At one of them, Starr Carr (which dates from around 10,500 years ago), they built timber platforms made of willow and aspen and constructed wooden huts. For the first time there was such a thing as ‘home’, and humanity began to establish a relationship with the land that resembled territorial occupation more than transient exploitation. They started to modify it, too, setting fires selectively around Lake Flixton. This encouraged the growth of young shoots, enticing woodland animals to the area and providing rich targets for waiting hunters.

A far more radical change to Britain’s landscape occurred when knowledge of agriculture arrived around 6,000 years ago. It took only four centuries or so for the new way of life, revolving around the cultivation of crops such as wheat and barley, and the raising of sheep, pigs and goats, to extend to virtually the whole British Isles. In its wake, life became more settled. Agriculture is a harsh master, demanding constant attention to fields and livestock to ensure a supply of food over the coming year.

Now that they were tied to a particular landscape, Neolithic peoples began to transform it by building monumental structures, starting with long barrows and cairns around 3800 BC and reaching a spectacular climax with the construction of the inner stone circle at Stonehenge about 2500 BC. The level of resources required to build these structures was immense, but it is impossible now to understand exactly why our distant ancestors bothered to do so. The monuments clearly have some ritual purpose, commonly being oriented in the direction of sunset or sunrise at key times of the year; they may have represented symbolic points of transition into another world. They would certainly have played a role in promoting cohesion amongst communities that were becoming larger than bands of several families.

The impact of humans on the land grew more profound. Ancestral woodland was felled to make way for cultivation, and field systems were laid out, often divided up by ditches. Plough marks found at South Street Long Barrow in Wiltshire suggest the presence of fields as early as 3600 BC, and the sectioning-off of the landscape spread to encompass much of the English highlands and lowlands by the middle of the Bronze Age in 1500 BC. The outlines of some of these early fields have survived, such as those lined by ancient hedges near West Penwith in Cornwall. While England’s external borders have swelled and contracted to the rhythm of history, in places its internal boundaries have remained unchanged from the very beginning.

Field systems fringed settlements which were becoming larger. The fixed resources of agricultural communities provided enticing targets for raiders, and defensive structures appeared for the first time. Ring forts, surrounded by ditches and palisades (such as at Mucking North Ring in Essex), must have required the devotion of significant effort on the part of the communities to construct, suggesting a high level of social organization and a will to defend the community’s riches from outsiders.

Society was becoming more complex, and with complexity came conflict. Britain had nothing like the vast temple sites of pharaonic Egypt or the city-states of Greece, but its land was rich enough to support a clutch of tribal mini-chiefdoms. At their head was a warrior elite, who by 1000 BC had taken command of the resources they were supposed to defend, feasting heroically and leaving a variety of bronze cauldrons and meat-hooks for archaeologists to dig up. When required they also fought. Bronze shields, spearheads and sword bosses have been found in Britain and Ireland (although nothing like the magnificent bronze cuirasses discovered in Greece), many of them deposited in rivers, bogs and lakes. Some of them had been deliberately broken up, as though the weapons had been ritually ‘killed’ to deprive them of power.

The Celts

Names are a powerful thing. Our early ancestors toiled, built, feasted and fought, but for the first 400 generations from the permanent settlement of Britain they are entirely anonymous. It is no surprise that the first group whose presence in British history has lodged itself in the collective consciousness is the first whom we can name: the Celts. Rather than a move from prehistory to history, it is as if Britain moves into an age of names, in which the island (as Prytania), its inhabitants and its rulers seem more real for being labelled.

The term ‘Keltoi’ was first used by Greek writers such as Herodotus in the fifth century BC. Born in Halicarnassus in what is now the west coast of Turkey, Herodotus was the first proper historian with an interest in the human – as opposed to the divine – origins of events. As well as being a firm believer in conducting his own research by visiting as many of the places he wrote about as possible, Herodotus also had something of a magpie mind, collecting ethnological and historical oddments from all over Europe. He delighted in exotic fables, such as the story of the inhabitants of a region beyond Scythia whose men were said to have feet like goats, or the Neuri, who allegedly turned themselves into wolves once a year (although he covered himself in the more outlandish cases by casting doubt on the veracity of his own sources).

Herodotus is a little vague about the original homeland of the Celts, locating them at the mouth of the Ister (or River Danube), but also saying that they dwelt ‘beyond the Pillars of Hercules’ (i.e. in southern Spain beyond Gibraltar, at the opposite end of Europe). Of the two, an Iberian origin for the Celts perhaps makes more sense because of the strong trade links which developed between the western Atlantic seaboard and the west of Britain, notably through the export of tin (whose principal use in the ancient world was its alloying with copper to make bronze). From Spain, the original Celts could have plugged into a series of long-distance trade networks which encompassed the western Mediterranean, with its sprinkling of Greek and Phoenician colonies, and even further east to the riches of Lebanon and Egypt and the Greek homeland itself.

Rumours spread of tin-rich islands far to the north-west. It was in search of this precious commodity that the Greek explorer Pytheas came all the way from Massilia (modern Marseilles) around 320 BC. His account of a ‘congealed sea’ on the way north from Britain to the mysterious island of Thule and of six months of darkness after the winter solstice seemed so fantastic as to provoke disbelief, but they are precisely the details which indicate that as well as the British Isles he probably had reached Iceland, or at least Scandinavia. Pytheas also seems to have travelled widely in Britain and described the British penchant for fighting with war-chariots. He also chronicled that ‘because they have no pure sunlight’ – a lament subsequent visitors would echo – they were forced to thresh grain indoors.

Diodorus Siculus, who wrote in the first century BC, was the first to use the term ‘Britain’, which he renders as ‘Pretannike’. He speaks of miners extracting tin from seams and then working it into smaller pieces ‘the size of knuckle bones’. They probably crushed the ore by pounding to remove lighter impurities and then smelted it in furnaces to drain off the pure tin (which melts at 232°C). They carried the resulting ingots to an offshore island called Ictis, which may have been either St Michael’s Mount or Mount Batten in Plymouth Sound. There, foreign merchants came to buy the metal and transport it across the Channel. Our very first glimpse of Britain from the outside shows it as a merchant nation, dependent on trade with Europe. In that sense, little has changed.

Although it was tin that first drew Britain to outsiders’ attention, the beginning of the Celtic era in Britain coincides with the start of the Iron Age. The period around 800 BC was one of great change – a shift which in general privileged the emergence of aristocratic warrior elites (iron is a much harder metal, creating superior weapons and so making warfare a potentially much more profitable enterprise for those organized or aggressive enough to wage it). It was possible with better weaponry to forge larger chiefdoms and to defend them effectively against outsiders. While in 800 BC there is nothing identifiable as an incipient British state, a process of consolidation was slowly taking place, so that seven centuries later a patchwork of tribal kingdoms had appeared, including the Atrebates in Sussex and the Silures in south Wales, with the Catuvellauni (north of London) showing signs of dominating the whole south-east of England and creating an Iron Age British superpower.

The interaction between Britain and the Continent was instead largely in the form of trade. Much of this was carried out in ports such as Hengistbury Head, a peninsula jutting out into the English Channel near Bournemouth, a geographical feature which must have provided traders with a reassuring sense of security from surprise attacks. Through it flowed a wealth of goods, including pottery from Armorica (Brittany), Cornish tin, shale armlets from the Isle of Purbeck, south of Poole, and wine from the Mediterranean, carried in the pottery amphorae which have been found in large numbers at Hengistbury. A darker side of the exchanges was slavery; Britain later became renowned as a source of high-quality slaves, and a set of first-century BC neck-irons found at Llyn Cerrig Bach in Anglesey with room for five captives to be shackled is sinister testimony of the human cost of Iron Age trade.

As a result of the traffic through ports such as Hengistbury, British elites now had access to desirable goods from Europe – swords, alcohol, jewellery, even figs. Showing them off doubtless enhanced the owner’s status, but it is not a sign of a foreign influx into Britain, any more than the availability of French cheese or Japanese cars in the twenty-first century is a sure indication of large-scale French or Japanese migration.

Even without invasions from abroad, there was plenty of insecurity to deal with at home. Between 600 and 400 BC, the trade routes dried up. These troubled times saw the building of hill-forts, a new form of defensive site, in a wide zone that stretched from the south-east along the south coast as far as Somerset and then up through the Welsh Marches into north Wales. Typically, they were defended by a single earthwork rampart with a more complicated system of tunnels or off-set approaches to the gateways. This meant that would-be attackers could not simply attack head-on but were forced to navigate a labyrinth of entrance traps, all the while vulnerable to the missiles being rained down upon their heads.

The largest hill-forts, such as Danebury in Hampshire, give the impression of veritable fortified villages, with houses and granaries inside the walls to house and feed local people at times of threat. The stakes were clearly growing bigger – now that much of the land had been divided up, the easiest way to gain additional resources was to attack neighbouring groups, and this meant, in turn, more elaborate defensible centres in case they attacked back.

Trade in time recovered, and the Celtic kingdoms of Britain continued to grow in power and wealth. They produced striking pieces of art, such as the bronze shield-facing decorated with animal patterns, including a boar, which was dredged up from the River Witham in Lincolnshire, and ornate shield-bosses adorned with birds found in the Thames at Wandsworth. While the political organization of Britain more or less mirrored that on the other side of the English Channel, there was equilibrium: tin and slaves for wine and fancy brooches seemed a fair exchange that suited both Britons and their Gaulish cousins.

The Romans Are Coming

All this changed with the appearance of an aggressive and acquisitive power from the Mediterranean bringing alien notions of law, constitutional organization and an army shaped more by training drills than mead-fuelled bragging. The Romans had arrived in Gaul, and at their head one of history’s most ambitious, ruthless and successful generals, Julius Caesar.

Caesar invaded and conquered northern Gaul between 58 and 50 BC, hugely exceeding his brief as governor of Transalpine Gaul (a Roman enclave in the south). His establishment of a Roman province caused significant disruption to the political balance in Britain and to long-established trading connections. By 56 BC he had destroyed the Veneti, a tribe based in Armorica (modern Brittany), who had been the chief operators of the tin trade with southern Britain and whose possession of a significant navy made them a threat to the Romans. Their kidnapping of several Roman officers gave a pretext, if one was needed, for a swift campaign which ended with most of the tribe being sold into slavery.

For the first time, the Britons faced an organized (and expansionist) power on the southern shores of the Channel and one which was happy to use its control of the trade routes to ensure rulers in southern Britain did not meddle in Gaul. At the same time, and although the conquest of Gaul had brought Caesar great prestige, he craved even greater military successes to keep up with other ambitious generals such as Pompey. He also needed an insurance policy to help him retain his appointment in Gaul and avoid being recalled to Rome, where he would be vulnerable to his political rivals. An expedition to Britain offered him the perfect opportunity. Britain was about to experience its first historically attested invasion, not a violent influx of agriculturalists, or a tribal host of ancestral Celts, but the full force of the ancient world’s most effective fighting machine: the Roman legion. It was to prove a surprisingly close-run fight.

Military man though he was, Caesar was no hothead, and he tried to inform himself as best he could about conditions in Britain. In his Gallic Wars, the account he wrote of his campaigns in France and Britain (which, naturally, sheds the best possible light on his actions), he complains that he tried to gather information from merchants but found that they were ignorant about Britain ‘except the sea coast and those parts which are opposite to Gaul’ and so could not provide him with a full picture of the opposition he might face. Caesar then turned from intelligence gathering to a fully fledged diplomatic offensive, despatching a Gaulish ally, Commius, chief of the Atrebates – a tribe whose identical name to a group in Sussex might indicate some kinship – to canvass support and to try to negotiate an unopposed landing. The mission was a miserable failure, and Commius was arrested and thrown in chains. Armed with very patchy intelligence and with few reliable local allies, Caesar’s first entry into Britain, in summer 55 BC, was nearly a disaster. It was a relatively modest affair, involving two legions (around 10,000 men) and a small force of cavalry. Local tribesmen were waiting for him on the cliffs near Deal, and, though Caesar managed to land and beat them back, a storm badly damaged most of the transport ships, and the Romans were forced to retreat hastily back to Gaul.

Undaunted, Caesar returned the next year with a much larger force of five legions and around 2,000 auxiliary cavalry. He had made some progress diplomatically, enlisting the support of Mandubracius, son of the king of the Trinovantes (whose main centres were in the region of modern Essex). He would need this, as he now faced a larger coalition of British tribes, led by Cassivellaunus (whose power-base lay north of the Thames). This time, Caesar managed to strike deeper into Kent and, despite fierce British opposition, forced a crossing of the Thames and attacked Cassivellaunus’ capital (which was situated somewhere near St Albans). He was impressed by the Britons’ fighting abilities and tactics, many of which, such as the use of the war-chariot, were unfamiliar to the Romans. They would swoop down on Roman detachments, dismount to fight and then make their getaway, while the heavily armoured legionaries struggled to catch them (or if they did pursue, risked being cut apart in the wooded territory into which they were lured). As a result, the Romans were slowed down by the need to keep their own cavalry in tight support of the infantry columns. Caesar was also struck by their appearance, remarking that: ‘All the Britons dye themselves with woad, which occasions a blue colour, and thereby have a more terrible appearance in fight. They wear their hair long, and have every part of their body shaved except their head and upper lip.’ Fierce and honourable opponents they might be, but disciplined Roman legionaries they certainly were not.

An attack in the rear by several Kentish tribes and the progression of the season (making the weather in the Channel more hazardous – many of the Roman transport ships had already been damaged by another storm) persuaded Caesar that the prudent course was to declare victory and leave. After securing the restoration of Mandubracius as ruler of the Trinovantes – so acquiring a useful political ally – and agreeing the handing-over of hostages and an annual tribute to be paid to Rome, he returned to Gaul.

Although Caesar managed to talk up the results of his two invasions of Britain – largely for the benefit of the Senate back in Rome – they did not result in any immediate political transformation. It was instead his occupation of Gaul that helped accelerate changes which were already underway in Britain. For the first time a single power was in control of the entire Channel coast opposite England, and its gravitational pull shifted trade towards the more direct overland routes to Italy and away from the traditional Atlantic sea-lanes which had carried British tin for centuries. Rulers with access to the wealth that flowed from trade with the Romans became comparatively more powerful. Modern complaints that the south-east gets ‘more than its fair share’ of the nation’s resources might have found some sympathy in the British Iron Age.

As a demonstration of their new-found authority and by means of aping the sophistication of their new southern neighbours, British kings began to issue coins. It is a further sign that ‘ownership’ of the land had progressed one stage further and that territorial units with shifting, but very real, spheres of control would now vie for control of Britain.

Now that there was an outside power to which those in Britain who came off worse in power struggles could appeal to, they promptly began to do so, beginning two millennia of foreign intervention, exiled princelings, marriage alliances, territorial occupation and complaints of ‘European influence’. In AD 7 Tincommius and another British chieftain, Dubnovellaunus, fled to Rome to throw themselves on the mercy of the emperor Augustus. The Greek historian Strabo notes that British kings had ‘obtained the friendship of Caesar Augustus by embassies and courtesies and have set up offerings in the Capitol’. It did them little good, as Tincommius was not restored, and Augustus connived in the granting of the throne to his brother Eppillus.

In the south of England, the elites enjoyed a lifestyle which was very similar to their counterparts under Roman rule in Gaul; they ate off the same type of plates and enjoyed wine served in similar sorts of vessels. The developed hill-forts of preceding centuries were displaced by even larger settlements, known as oppida, which bear some of the hallmarks of proto-towns, with elaborate defences, many structures within their walls and populations of several thousand people. Among the largest were Camulodunon (on the site of modern Colchester), the tribal centre and royal capital of the Trinovantes, and Verlamion (St Albans), the chief settlement of the Catuvellauni tribe. Independent, and yet enjoying many of the benefits of life in the Roman province, Britain seemed to have the best of both worlds.

Britain had a name, but there was still no sense that there was a British people, or that the island of Britain was a unit that belonged together under one ruler. The later construction of a ‘Celtic’ identity by antiquarians and historians was a retrospective one intended to fill this gap. Medieval chroniclers such as Geoffrey of Monmouth, who told the tale of ‘Brutus’, an alleged descendent of refugees from the Trojan war who eventually settled in Britain (and whose name bore a convenient resemblance to his new home) were trying to give an ancient seal to Britain’s unity, which in truth it lacked.

Britain’s identity was not to coalesce out of the tribal groups which made up its Celtic kingdoms. None of them can claim any direct political links with what followed or to have formed the nucleus of what would become Britain. Although their heritage casts a long shadow and would re-emerge in the fifth century and again in the formation of separate national identities in Wales, Scotland and Ireland during the Middle Ages, the idea that there was such a thing as ‘Britain’ that was not a mere geographical description fell, paradoxically, to outsiders, to the Romans.
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2 Britain in the Roman Empire

The Romans made Britain. What was previously a loose gathering of tribal states or (from the point of view of the rest of Europe) simply an unfathomable blank at the end of the world, became a defined political entity, complete with governors, garrisons, buildings and a border. After the Romans left, the island’s rulers spent a millennium trying to recreate the premature unity Rome had brought. The monuments the Romans built, like the fort-studded stone-and-turf colossus of Hadrian’s Wall, left a physical imprint on the landscape. Curiously, though, their most tangible legacy was not the most lasting. The experience of being conquered was transformative.

For over 350 years, Britain was a military colony of a foreign power. Those centuries as an unimportant backwater on the fringes of the Roman empire brought peace, economic prosperity and a political unity that had been inconceivable before. Although the inhabitants of Britain had migrated from Europe and traded with it for millennia, being subject to a power that exercised control over much of the European continent, with an emperor who held sway from Devon to Damascus, and from Carlisle to Carthage, was a revolutionary experience.

Much as Rome invented Britain, its vast extent also gave birth to the idea of Europe and the notion that those who had once been ruled by it formed part of a perpetual community of interest. It was under the Romans that the question of how Britain, at the edge of Europe, should relate to its core first became an issue (and a pressing one). As an occupied land, Britain was ruled by Roman governors and procurators (financial officials), but with economic prosperity assured and tribal warfare abolished, the Britons received a fair exchange for their loss of independence.

Three hundred and sixty-seven years passed between the landfall of Emperor Claudius’ legions in eastern Kent in AD 43 and the departure of his distant successor Constantine III with the remnants of the Roman garrison, almost the same time-span that separates the present day from the English Civil War, or the signing of the Magna Carta from the defeat of the Spanish Armada. It is tempting to see the period as obscured by an imperial purple haze in which, after the initial conquest period – and Britain was a tough nut to crack, taking forty years and a number of false starts to accomplish – nothing really happened. In reality, it was a period of profound change and not a little political excitement, particularly in the later Roman period, when the province became something of a nursery for rebellious generals and usurpers.

Full-blooded Roman imperial ideology was an aggressive beast, the perfect counterpart to its ruthlessly effective legions in justifying and implementing a policy of continual expansion. Virgil, the propagandist-poet of Rome’s very first emperor, Augustus, had Jupiter declare, ‘I set upon the Romans bounds neither of space nor of time,’ and that they are destined ‘to impose the ways of peace … and to crush those proud men who will not submit’. This arrogant self-confidence was hardly a recipe for peace with the neighbours, and allowed the Romans to subdue first the Italian peninsula and then to burst its banks and spill over into Gaul, Spain and the Balkans. From there, the empire seemed set to continue its expansion unabated, its bounds determined only by what its legions could conquer.

Britain’s geographical isolation, though, made it a special case. The island, Roman authors agreed, was fabulously remote. Virgil referred to ‘the Britons, completely cut off from the whole world’ and anyone writing about Britain found it hard to resist mentioning that it lay beyond the bounds of the ‘Ocean’ supposed to mark world’s end. Crossing over this forbidding barrier, as Julius Caesar had done, was a dangerous enterprise and not one to be undertaken lightly.

Britain was not only hazardous, fashionable opinion at Rome concurred, but unprofitable. The first-century AD Roman geographer Strabo takes a surprisingly pragmatic approach, judging that ‘the expenses of situating an army’ in Britain would be calamitous, especially as the Celts currently had to pay the heavy customs duties levied on goods carried into and out of the empire. ‘The duties would have to be decreased if tribute were imposed,’ he warns, in a note that could as well have been written by a Victorian administrator (or even a twenty-first-century governor of the Bank of England). Two thousand years ago, the Romans were already debating whether it was wise to have the British inside their version of a European customs union and judging that the financial balance would be in Britain’s favour.

Strabo’s portrait of Britain is in general unappealing (at least for a member of the Roman urban elite). He writes that the ‘forests are their cities’ and that the weather is truly appalling: ‘the air is rainy rather than snowy, and when it is clear it is foggy for long periods, so that the entire day the sun may be seen for only three or four hours around midday’. Its exports were hardly glamorous stuff, either: hunting dogs, cattle and, probably of most interest to the Romans, slaves and the iron and grain they needed to equip and feed the army. In return, the Britons imported ivory, amber and glass beads – low-grade trinkets to please barbarous tastes, which Strabo sniffily dismisses as ‘minor objects’. A century later the historian Florus acidly commented that the only reason that Britain was kept on in the empire, despite its poverty, was the glory and titles that the emperor derived from its conquest.

It was all hardly a resounding vote of confidence in Britannia. Apart from the loss of customs dues, the cost of garrisoning the island would be prodigious. At the height of the Roman occupation, there were roughly 50,000 troops stationed in Britain (including three of the empire’s entire complement of twenty-eight legions), who munched their way through 45 tons of grain every day (as well as consuming copious quantities of pork, the Roman soldiers’ favourite meat, and quaffing over a third of a million litres of wine each week). So why exactly did the Romans bother to cross the Channel and conquer the island and why, given the massive expense, did they bother to stay?

The answer was glory – the same thirst for military success which had brought Caesar into Gaul and then across the English Channel. Victory enhanced the reputation – and power – of a ruler and never more so if he was lacking in obvious martial qualities himself. Claudius, who ascended the imperial throne in AD 41, was badly in need of an infusion of glory. The adoptive grandson of Augustus, he had been sidelined from the succession at an early age. With a severe limp caused by a childhood illness, a rasping voice further marred by a lisp, a tendency to laugh uncontrollably and an inability to deliver the public speeches so vital for a young Roman aristocrat on the make (he had to give them sitting down and tended to wander off the point into long historical digressions), Claudius was a figure of derision at court. By way of compensation, he hid himself in the library, writing a history of the Etruscans in twenty books, eight on Rome’s long-time foes, the Carthaginians, and advocating for the introduction of three new letters into the Roman alphabet.

Claudius’ physical appearance and reputation as a scholar with no political ambitions or ability shielded him from the murderous attentions of his nephew Caligula, who had become emperor in AD 37 and who disposed of both favourites and opponents at a quite alarming rate. When a faction of the praetorians, the imperial guard, lost patience with their master’s patent mental instability and arranged Caligula’s assassination in AD 41, they were faced with a problem. The Senate threatened to dispense with the imperial office altogether and restore the old republic. No emperor meant no imperial guard, which meant no lucrative salaries, bribes or bonuses for the praetorians. In desperation they hunted down Claudius in the imperial palace and promptly elevated him to the throne.

Far from being a pliable nonentity who would quietly do their bidding, Claudius turned out to be very independent-minded. For the moment, though, he still badly needed the support of the army to consolidate his hold on power. What better way to do this than to achieve what the great Julius Caesar could not, by extending the empire into Britain? A century had passed since the first Roman incursions into Britain, and no serious attempt had been made to follow up with a more substantive campaign. The Roman state had been consumed by the civil wars that broke out after the assassination of Caesar in 44 BC and which rumbled on for nearly fifteen years, the trials of establishing the imperial system, revolts in the Alps and Balkans and a succession of campaigns in Germany.

There was never quite enough attention available to return to the matter of Britain, but that finally changed in AD 40, when the mercurial Caligula was induced to launch an invasion by Adminius, an exiled British prince of the Catuvellauni. Possibly the head of a pro-Roman faction, he had lost out in a power struggle to his brothers and was forced to flee to Rome, where he threw himself on the mercy of Caligula. The emperor was so taken with his new British subject that he decided to launch an expedition to subdue the rest. Diverting the army from the Rhine, where he was on campaign, he marched with several legions to the Channel coast in preparation for the conquest of Britain. The troops were reluctant to take ship, and in the end Caligula merely ordered the puzzled soldiers to collect sea-shells as a sign they had overcome the limitless Ocean beyond which the island lay. He had the huge pile of shells sent back to Rome as ‘tribute’, which most likely merely confirmed the Senate and praetorian guard’s concerns about his instability. The whole show may have been a sign of Caligula’s madness, his warped sense of humour or worry that the task was simply too daunting.

When Claudius replaced Caligula, he needed his own pretext for an attack on Britain. Dissension among the British tribal kingdoms presented a golden opportunity. Cunobelinus, the ruler of the Catuvellauni – immortalized by Shakespeare as Cymbeline – played a central role. Although Shakespeare has him dismiss the strength of the invading Romans with the bold declaration that ‘We fear not what can from Italy annoy us’ and then anachronistically defeat them before declaring a harmonious peace in which ‘Roman and a British ensign wave friendly together’, in truth he was already dead by AD 40.

Caratacus and Togodumnus, Cunobelinus’ sons, inherited their father’s penchant for expansion, pushing beyond the Thames and Kent into Sussex, where they forced the pro-Roman Verica, king of the Atrebates, into exile. There, he threw himself on the mercy of Claudius, pleading for imperial help to restore him to his throne. Verica’s expulsion was a severe affront to Roman honour and made worse by the Britons’ demands that he be returned to them.

It was too good an opportunity to miss. In summer 43, Claudius ordered Aulus Plautius, governor of Pannonia (a province including much of modern Hungary and Austria), to assemble an attack force of four legions (the II Augusta, IX Hispana, XIV Gemina and XX Valeria Victrix), which, together with large numbers of auxiliaries – non-citizen soldiers from more recently conquered provinces – brought the expedition’s numbers up to around 40,000.

Its sheer size showed that Claudius was serious. The legionaries were the ancient world’s most formidable fighting force – each legion comprised around 5,000 men, largely infantry, but with a supporting element of cavalry, whose drill and discipline enabled them to manoeuvre in battle in a way their more enthusiastic but ill-trained opponents could not. Facing a Roman legion meant submitting to volleys of large stones and other missiles by ballistas – a type of early catapult-like artillery – then a rain of javelins, before an infantry charge and close-order fighting. The legionaries’ gladius, a short sword, was perfectly designed for a quick cut and thrust into an opponents’ vital organs. Any who fled the onslaught were mopped up by the legionary cavalry or by units of auxiliaries (who served twenty-five years in the army, hoping to survive long enough to gain the coveted prize of Roman citizenship on their retirement). And the legions did not only fight, they built – each soldier carried a shovel and entrenching tools to construct a marching camp each night, complete with earth embankments, making night-ambushes on the Romans almost impossible.

Despite the huge force, and the Roman superiority in tactics, logistics and equipment, the enterprise was fraught with risk. On hearing that they were being sent to Britain, the army almost mutinied and was only persuaded to embark when the emperor sent his personal envoy Narcissus, an imperial freedman (or former slave) to convince them. Plautius – unlike Caesar – was fortunate to have his landing unopposed by the Britons, who in a bid to avoid an open battle had decided to muster their forces further inland from the Roman beachhead, which probably lay at Richborough in Kent.

Caratacus and Togodumnus led the resistance to the Romans. Their efforts to beat back the invaders were hampered by the defection of several tribes, including the Dobunni, who saw the Romans as a convenient means to curtail the Catuvellauni’s encroachment on their territory. The Britons did
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