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document, n.

Something written, inscribed, etc.,

which furnishes evidence or

information upon any subject, as a

manuscript, title-deed, tomb-stone,

coin, picture, etc.

Oxford English Dictionary
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Prelude

Voices from the Past

On Christmas Day 1066, aged almost 40, William the Conqueror processed into Westminster Abbey to be crowned king of England. His plan was to envelop himself in the solemnity and splendour of Anglo-Saxon royal tradition like an archbishop wreathed in sanctifying incense. But the day brought no such dignity. At the climax of the ceremony, when the crowd’s acclamation filled the abbey with a cacophony of languages, William’s guards posted outside thought a riot had erupted. Anxious to contain it, they set fire to the surrounding wooden houses, sparking a day of opportunistic burning and looting.

William’s anarchic coronation did not inspire confidence in his new regime, which – after the torching of Southwark two months earlier – was quickly gaining a reputation for viciousness and terror. Among those most alarmed at the violent lawlessness – and concerned about their personal fate – was a group of influential Anglo-Saxon nobles who had, until recently, held out against their new king a mile and a half to the north-east of Westminster in the ancient, wealthy, walled city of Lundenburgh. William was a warlord, descended from Vikings, and his instinctive response to those who resisted him was retaliation with biblical levels of violence, as during his genocidal scorched-earth campaigns against the north of England. On this occasion, however, he did something startlingly different.

William negotiated the peaceful surrender of Lundenburgh. Then, instead of meting out gruesome reprisals on those who had defied him, he offered them a small piece of scraped animal hide no bigger than a dagger blade. On it, in neat black ink, he greeted Londoners in English, reassured them he came freondlice (friendlily), promised he would enforce their laws as in the days of King Edward ‘the Confessor’, and guaranteed them his protection. He even concluded by wishing them a cheery god eoƿ gehealde (God keep you).1
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William the Conqueror, Charter to Lundenburgh (1067)

Behind the astutely chosen promises and amiable sentiments, this narrow strip of vellum eloquently reveals William’s keen political instincts. In the few months since the Battle of Hastings he had understood two important differences between his lands north and south of the Channel. The first was that the people of his new realm valued its long, gnarled historical roots, and identified proudly with its vivid, poetic language, culture and laws, all forged by waves of Anglo-Saxon and Viking warriors from over the North Sea. The other was that it was a land where writing was venerated and celebrated – the home of Cædmon’s Hymn, Beowulf, the Dream of the Rood and the Battle of Maldon – where a thoughtfully composed text could, on the right occasion, outshine the sharpest steel.

Almost 1,000 years later, the City of London’s archives still hold William’s vibrant message of reassurance, goodwill and hope. For anyone interested in eleventh-century England, it is a jewel. But for a historian who tells stories, it is even more valuable, as it shows with vivid immediacy why documents – more than anything else the centuries bequeath – open wide windows into the past. Fortresses like the Tower of London remind posterity how William took control of the country militarily, but the proclamation to Londoners is a vivid journey into his inner thoughts. A real man emerges in his unusual choice to use English, his political jockeying to affirm himself as successor to Edward the Confessor, and his gamble to extend the hand of mercy and friendship. Reading this small, delicate fragment of skin tattooed with such a powerful message offers, even a millennium later, an immediate intimacy with William’s personality and world.

The title of this book uses the word ‘anatomy’: the art of dissecting the inner workings of structures by peeling away their outer layers. It is exactly what this book does by slicing open the bodies of myth, legend and tales that surround the identities Britain has had in different ages, cutting them back to expose what lies beneath. To achieve this, it explicitly uses documents – largely texts – because archives and libraries are history’s mortuaries, where lifting away the layers uncovers stories that reveal the workings of the past.

The word document derives from the Latin docere, to teach, which is also the root of doctor (teacher), doctrine (what is taught) and docile (easily taught). Humans are hoarders, and today, with archivists and librarians preserving cabinets and shelves that overflow with materials from the centuries, there is an immense wealth to choose from. To be representative, this book focuses on documents in their broadest sense: carvings, letters, chronicles, charters, stories, songs, poems, paintings, embroideries, death warrants, graffiti, diary entries, log books, newspapers, telegrams, police reports, record sleeve art, menus, books, and many more besides. History leaves other flotsam and jetsam in its wake, like buildings, artefacts, populations, borders, ideas, and myriad memories, but documents are the richest, most detailed, complete, revealing and evocative relicts of the past. And the most nuanced of all, offering the fullest insights and intimacy, are texts, with their plain meanings and subtexts, with what they say and what they omit, and with their rich personal contexts in time and place. Some caution, though. All documents are genuine voices from their age, but what they convey is only as reliable as their authors’ intention, knowledge or ability. The contents may be meticulously accurate, but can equally be carelessly erroneous, artfully misleading or even comprehensively untruthful. Medieval monks were just as capable of spinning badly researched or entirely fabricated yarns about what was happening in the country as people are today of posting fake news and conspiracy theories on the internet. Nevertheless, even documents of half-truths or outright fabrications are valuable and reveal opinions or intentions. There is always a tale behind why people present things the way they do, and these stories are what make up history.

The past is of course infinitely layered, although until fairly recently it was often presented as simple, with a monarch’s dates and the results of a few battles sufficient to give a good account of an era. But now – thanks to historians specialising in an ever-wider variety of exciting new fields – Britain has many pasts, each of which can be understood from a range of historical, ideological and cultural traditions. This is because social, economic, military, and many other specialist historians approach the same periods in strikingly contrasting ways, as do those from different backgrounds. The intriguing result is that there will never again be consensus on any history, because individual groups experience events uniquely, so each – and each person – has their own history. The Argentinian Britophile Jorge Luis Borges ponders this in his atmospheric short story ‘The Witness’, in which he describes the quiet death of the last Saxon in England to have seen the old pagan rites before the country was Christianised. With just this one death, Borges muses, the world lost its last living connection to a piece of the past.2 History, Borges affirms, is profoundly personal.

In charting Britain’s past, therefore, this book does something that is hopefully timely. It divides the nation’s history into 50 segments, and illustrates each with a central document. This allows individual voices to speak for their period, conjure its mood, and bring the reader face-to-face with the people of the age. As William the Conqueror’s proclamation illustrates so colourfully, documents introduce unparalleled richness of detail, while bringing out the uniquely personal.

A cursory flick through this book will reveal that one constant of Britain’s history is change. And what comes across consistently is just how quickly changes occur. Another reason, therefore, for this fresh look at British identity is that the dramatic alterations Britain has undergone since World War Two have so fundamentally shifted its social and cultural tectonic plates that they have transformed it into a different country. An account of these tumultuous shifts needs to be rendered so their far-reaching consequences can be explored.

For instance, the events of January 1965 now seem a world away in so many ways. It was a bitterly cold month, and on its last Saturday Big Ben struck the third quarter chimes at 9.45 a.m., then fell silent until the following day. Below, at street level, mournful drums began, and a phalanx of white-capped Royal Navy sailors stepped off in slow time out of the Palace of Westminster, sombrely pulling a large, four-wheeled gun carriage. Flanked by a subdued escort of bearskinned guardsmen, they wheeled right and headed for ancient Whitehall, where King Charles I had been executed on an equally chilly winter morning 316 years earlier to the day.

Mounted on the gleaming metal of the gun carriage was a solitary coffin draped in a Union Jack and surmounted with a black cushion bearing a gold collar of the Order of the Garter. Inside was Winston Churchill: the Prime Minister who defeated Hitler, the orator, the historian who won the Nobel Prize in Literature and, to many people, the hero who embodied Britain’s national spirit. The Times covered the funeral in luxuriant detail, basking in its ‘moving tapestry of history’, soaking up the strong sense of affection that emanated from the million lining the processional route. ‘There were Londoners, countrymen, Scotsmen and Irishmen, Jamaicans and Chinese,’ it observed with pride, ‘even a Frenchman showing his credentials to the police and declaring that he was an “ancient combatant”; solid members of society wedged between spivs, wideboys and tramps.’3

While waiting for the funeral cortège to arrive at St Paul’s Cathedral, The Times’ correspondent revelled in spotting royalty and leaders from every corner of the globe, singling out the crown prince of Ethiopia and Prince Taufa’ahan of Tonga for special mention. Everyone, the newspaper enthused, was ‘bound together, not only by a sense of history but by a shared intimacy in personal memories of this great and lovable man. It was as if they were taking their own father to his burial.’4 No reader of The Times that day was in any doubt: this was an international celebration of a colossus who had commanded a grateful and adoring British Empire.

Fast-forward to 2020, and protestors at a Black Lives Matter demonstration in central London passed down Whitehall and put a flame to the Union Jack on the Cenotaph. In neighbouring Parliament Square they graffitied the bronze effigy of Churchill which watches over the gate where his funeral procession left the Palace 55 years earlier. Venting anger and frustration, one protestor sprayed a firm black line through the single word on the statue’s plinth – churchill – and aerosoled the stark words ‘was a racist’ underneath.

It was not the first time Churchill’s statue had been targeted. In fact, defacing it during demonstrations has become something of a tradition after the anti-capitalist march on May Day 2000, when a former Royal Marine artfully arranged a strip of turf on Churchill’s head to give him a green Mohican, sprayed red paint around his mouth as if it was dripping blood, and was rewarded with a fine and 30 days in prison. He explained to the court that he thought Churchill was ‘an often irrational, sometimes vainglorious leader whose impetuosity, egotism and bigotry on occasion cost many lives unnecessarily and caused much suffering that was needless and unjustified’.5

Views will differ on the marine’s appraisal of Churchill, but the protestors’ allegation of racism is not open to a spectrum of interpretations. In speaking of the ‘Red Indians of America’ and the ‘black people of Australia’ Churchill observed, ‘I do not admit that a wrong has been done to those people by the fact that a stronger race, a higher-grade race, or, at any rate, a more worldly wise race, to put it that way, has come in and taken their place.’ His racial views extended to other people, too. ‘I hate Indians . . . they are beastly people with a beastly religion.’ Palestinians did not rank much better: ‘barbaric hordes who ate little but camel dung’.6 It is, of course, true that others of his generation shared similar opinions, yet, taking the plain meaning of the word, he was a racist by the standards of his day and today. All this does not mean The Times was not telling the truth in its assessment of the mood at Churchill’s funeral. It just means that the newspaper was offering its version of the truth: a version shared by millions, but a stark demonstration that there is no universal historical truth.

In 1965 it would have been difficult for a book to have made observations like these about Churchill without attracting criticism, even outrage. But time has brought freer speech and a broader range of viewpoints to a country that is now very different to the one Churchill left behind. Even though he died only just over half a century ago – within the lifetime of 30 per cent of today’s population – opinions in some sections of society have altered so drastically that a statesman who had been loved for embodying all that was best in the nation is now reviled as shameful.7

The explanations for these striking shifts in cultural and historical thinking are complex, and include post-imperialism, internationalism, multiculturalism, globalisation, political and economic failure, growing inequalities, new priorities around social and racial justice, the information revolution, and social media. They are also fuelled, somewhat unexpectedly, by Britain discovering a new and vibrant interest in its past. This is surprising given that in-depth history is an endangered species in many school classrooms and university lecture halls, where history modules and courses covering anything other than a small selection of topics continue to be axed. Yet somehow, despite history being squeezed out of many people’s education, it is now firmly part of popular debates, prompting confrontation, questioning, and challenges to the past and present as never before. And, from this process, widely divergent views of Britain’s history and identities have continued to emerge.

These shifts in ideas about history have also created tensions in some sensitive areas, including heated national debates about statues of men like Hans Sloane, Edward Colston and Cecil Rhodes and artefacts like the Elgin Marbles and Benin Bronzes, with acute questions around what roles they should play in twenty-first-century British life. On the one hand it is exhilarating that history can mobilise armies of passionate enthusiasts on all sides. On the other, cautionary alarms sound whenever debates are simplified and only a limited range of narratives become acceptable, and when politicians, professors, and public figures weigh in to insist that specific topics are retained or removed from teaching curriculums and public debates. These disagreements about how to view the country’s past have now grown so acrimonious that the media refers to them as culture wars.8

From out of all this, there needs to emerge an understanding of how to approach sensitive issues like the history of empire, slavery, racism, inequality, cultural identity, and other subjects that increasingly erupt across the front pages and on the streets. This book takes the view that history happened, and it should be confronted and discussed vigorously rather than denied or locked away, as there can only be limited understanding of why things occurred if they are not thoroughly researched and debated. All sides in the battle for the nation’s history need to remain mindful that if they approach the past with modern priorities and wish lists, they are engaged in political and not historical judgements.

This book is not about the current culture wars – which may prove ephemeral or may endure – but the subjects chosen and interpretations put forward in it inevitably say something about the way I see British history. Much of the approach is traditional, and there is a fair amount of ‘drums and trumpets’ because Britain has had a noticeably violent past that has been instrumental in shaping its destiny. The book is also traditional in other ways, like calling paramilitaries in late-twentieth-century Northern Ireland terrorists, because that is what they were. It also retains the name ‘Anglo-Saxon’. Although it is the subject of growing controversy because of its use among some white supremacist groups, it remains the most widely understood term for one of the early medieval peoples of England who used the name to describe themselves, and choosing anything else would be artificial. By contrast, the book contains some more contemporary approaches, for instance the inclusion of many women who are often ignored by history. It also departs from those who want to see everything as unfailingly glorious, and candidly appraises the less laudable episodes, such as the bloody rapacity and callousness of the East India Company and its leaders like Clive. Or the catastrophic and arrogant incompetence that led to the Zulu Wars. Or even Tony Blair’s lies to Parliament and the country over the presence of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. None of these interpretations – or any other in the book – is taking a position in the history culture wars: it is just history the way this author, using documents, sees events.

A final reason for telling the history of Britain’s identity now is that the 2016 referendum to leave the European Union raised fundamental and profoundly contentious questions around Britain’s perception of itself and its role in a post-imperial world. There can be no understanding of the cultural impact of the ‘Brexit’ secession without tracing Britain’s long relationship with Europe back through the days of empire to the medieval world in which Britain and the countries of Europe were forged and began to define themselves as nations.

One apology up front. The subtitle references Britain, but this book focuses more on England than Wales, Scotland and Ireland. It mentions every king and queen of England since Æthelstan, but would need to be many times its current length to do the same for the rulers of the other parts of the British Isles. This does not reflect any cultural value judgement. It is merely one of those unsatisfactory compromises. That confessed, there are several chapters dedicated wholly to the other parts of the United Kingdom, and mention is made of Wales, Scotland and Ireland throughout.

This book, therefore, offers a new appraisal of Britain’s identity down the centuries. It uses a treasure chest of documents to bring each era to life with authentic material and voices of the past. It abandons the cosy conservatism of many histories, and appraises Britain’s past in a way that makes sense today, jettisoning traditional reverence to those like Churchill and assessing them more honestly and robustly. And finally, it puts Britain’s long history into the context of the intimate but fractious relationship with its European neighbours. Through all this, it tells Britain’s story, bringing it to life with the words – like those of William Conqueror, whose uncharacteristic mercy to Londoners changed the course of that city’s history – art and music of people from down the ages. Some of the 50 documents are well known, while others are published for the first time, but all eloquently reveal something important about these islands’ unique march from the Stone Age to the present, and the differing senses of its peoples’ identity that have blossomed in each era.




PART I:
PREHISTORY AND ROMAN




1

Hunters and Henges – Nomads Arrive

Stonehenge

Carvings of Axe Heads and Daggers
1750–1500 BC

May AD 43 is the most important month in British history, marking the moment Emperor Claudius’s legions landed on the south coast of England and unleashed the dogs of war. Along with conquest, bloodlust, fire, elephants and fish paste, they brought something that would change Britain for ever. Writing.1

The arrival of writing marks the moment a society’s history begins. By definition, everything before is prehistoric. British history therefore officially starts with the arrival of the Romans, although – as so often – reality turns out to be messier, as British druids already used the Greek alphabet for their records, and some coins struck in Britain already bore Latin inscriptions.2 Nevertheless, the incorporation of Britain into the Roman Empire is usually seen as the event ending the immensely long period of the islands’ prehistory, when its human populations lived through the Stone, Bronze and Iron Ages. To give some time perspective, if all human life in Britain were squeezed into a day, the period of ‘history’ following the Roman conquest would fill only its final three and a half minutes.

Before beginning the story of Britain, a word on its name. In the sixth century BC a Greek mariner put to sea from Marseilles, which was then a new, edge-of-the-empire Greek city: the first in France. As the prow of his ship carved through the cerulean waters, the sails filled, and the oarsmen dug in their gleaming blades. They sailed south-west across the Gulf of the Lion, eventually arriving at the great Pillars of Hercules where Gibraltar kisses Morocco. Later Roman writers said the towering, rocky gateway bore the ominous, carved words ‘ne plus ultra’, nothing further beyond. The sailor may have gazed up at the jagged sentinels and steeled his nerve.

Once through the liminal waters of the strait, the Greek ship left the warm Mediterranean and ploughed into the squalls of the wild Atlantic. Setting a course north, the sailor hugged the coasts of Portugal and Spain, before turning into the Bay of Biscay. He was now far beyond anything the poets had sung of. The Greeks had spread around the Mediterranean basin, but knew of no world beyond it. They lived at the centre of a flat disk encircled by a foamy ring of hostile waters, home only to barbarians and sea-monsters. This, at least, was the wisdom passed down by Homer. But the Greek sailor was a man of reason. He was not satisfied by epic flights of fantasy, so as he adventured into the beyond, he recorded his observations in a periplus – a type of maritime travel journal – noting where he went, what he found, and the things he learned when putting in to shore.

After travelling the length of the Bay of Biscay, the sailor rounded the Finisterre headland and met the complex system of currents where the Channel rushes into the Atlantic. Looking about in a great clockwise arc from south to east, there was nothing before him but grey water and empty horizon. He had come to the corner of the world, and was on its edge. At this point he entered a brief note in his periplus that he may have thought of marginal importance. He recorded that to the north, two days’ sailing away, lay two islands: Albion and Sacred Isle.3 With this simple log entry, the Greek mariner became the first person in history, as far as records show, to chronicle the existence of the British Isles. In that simple, pared-down diary note, he had put Britain and Ireland on the map.

Unfortunately, the Greek sailor and his periplus are only a theory. His existence is hypothesised because a sixth-century BC periplus starting at Marseilles, heading up to the Channel and noting the existence of Britain (Albion) and Ireland (Sacred Isle) is what seems to be left after peeling back the layers of information embedded into all known ancient Greek and Roman travel texts. For them to make sense, the sailor and his periplus must once have existed.

What is certain, though, is that the earliest name the Greeks used for Britain was Albion. Centuries later, after the Roman invasion, Pliny noted tantalisingly that it was the name the people of Britain used themselves, but neither he nor any other classical writer offered an explanation for its origin.4 The most likely etymology is that it derives from a Celtic word meaning ‘white’, and the reason is probably as obvious as it seems. On a clear day, anyone standing on the cliffs of Calais and gazing across the Channel can see the White Cliffs of Dover towering and gleaming across the strait. And what could be more instinctive than to call that island the White Land?

Humans are not indigenous to the British Isles. The first people to venture to Britain were migrants: nomad hunters who trekked from modern-day Denmark, Germany and the Netherlands following herds of wild game. Britain was not then an island, but a long peninsula jutting from continental Europe into the Atlantic. The land they found turned out to be good for the hunters, who were initially interested in large animals. But in time they also came to benefit from its coastal waters heated by the Caribbean currents of the Gulf Stream making them unusually warm for the latitude. These waters were also relatively shallow, thanks to the wide, northern European Continental Shelf, and the combination of warm and shallow made fish plentiful and easy to catch, creating a bountiful ecosystem of bird and animal life to predate. It was something of an Eden. Unfortunately for the first settlers, however, after discovering such promising new hunting grounds, the British weather sent them packing.

The planet was, and is, slowly cycling through oscillations of temperature extremes in the form of glacial and interglacial periods. Over hundreds of millennia these have seen Britain bask in tropical weather then lie buried under continental ice sheets up to three miles thick. Each time temperatures have plummeted, food has become scarce, and humans have abandoned Britain for warmer climes.

Archaeologists know when the first nomad hunters came to Britain because the wanderers left their footprints in the sands. Literally. In 2013 scientists studying the low-tide seashore at Happisburgh on the Norfolk coast discovered extraordinary imprints of Stone Age feet. Analysis provided a date of 950,000 to 850,000 BC, and an assessment that the tracks had been left by a mixed group of five adults and children, who all seemed to be scampering towards Great Yarmouth.5 There was international fascination and wonder at the discovery, with the ancient indentations quickly identified as the earliest recorded human footprints on the planet outside Africa. Sadly, the elation evaporated when the sea washed them all away within a fortnight.

No human bones have been found in Britain from this earliest period. The oldest human body parts – in other words, the oldest Briton – date from far later, around 500,000 BC. There is not much to them: just a shin bone and two incisor teeth from a man or woman who stood around five foot nine inches tall. They were found at Boxgrove near Chichester, along with well-crafted flint tools including hand axes. Beside them were bones of horses and rhinos scarred by the tell-tale nicks and gouges of having been butchered with tools, along with the remains of bears, hyenas, lions, water voles and wolves. The first Britons, it seems, were committed meat eaters.

At this stage of prehistory, many different species of human roamed the planet, and the earliest settlers in Britain reflect this species diversity. The oldest human bone found anywhere in the world was unearthed in 2015 in Ethiopia. It is a partial jaw belonging to the first species that was human rather than ape, and dates from 2.8 million BC.6 The old theory that humans evolved sequentially and progressed from one species to another is long dead. Instead, a wide variety of human species appeared and disappeared in a chaotic evolutionary game of snakes and ladders. Some lived side by side for hundreds of thousands of years. Others were extinct by the time variant species emerged. The oldest bone fragment – the one from Ethiopia – is so small no one can tell whether the person was Homo habilis (skilful man) or Homo rudolfensis (Rudolf man), but both species were probably evolutionary dead ends. The human line that would go on to thrive probably derived from Homo ergaster (working man) and Homo erectus (upright man), although it is possible the two are actually the same species. In Britain, the humans who left their footsteps at Happisburgh were probably Homo antecessor (pioneer man), while the person who flayed and cooked large animals at Boxgrove was Homo heidelbergensis (Heidelberg man).7

Today’s humans – Homo sapiens (wise man) – evolved very late in the overall human story, around 300,000 BC. They shared the planet with other human species, and took a special shine to Homo neanderthalensis (Neanderthal man). Although the Neanderthals had notably larger and stockier physiques, the two species managed to interbreed – maybe consensually, maybe not – with just enough vigour for today’s Eurasian Homo sapiens to retain 1.8 to 2.6 per cent Neanderthal DNA.8 Homo sapiens is not the physically strongest human ever to have lived, or the one with the biggest brain, but it eventually won the evolutionary battle of the hominins. All other human species were extinct by 40,000 BC and, when the Neanderthals died out around 37,000 BC, Homo sapiens was left as the sole human inheritor of the earth.

Until now, Homo sapiens had showed little interest in Britain. But it was around this time that they probably first ventured up onto the British peninsula, coming and going as the climate fluctuated.9 A group of them known as the Creswellians arrived in 12,700 BC. but were gone by the time the dark-skinned Maglemosians arrived around 10,000 BC to begin the permanent settlement of Britain. The next glacial period is expected to reach its maximum in 100,000 years’ time – although global warming may yet have an effect on the cycles – and the freeze will almost certainly see Homo sapiens, if there are any left, abandon Britain and head south again in search of sunshine, as they always have.

The reason Homo sapiens returned to Britain around 10,000 BC is that the Devensian glacial period was ending, and northern Europe was warming up into the Flandrian interglacial – which the planet is still in – making Britain habitable again. Shortly after, around 6200 BC, as the ice sheets shrouding the British peninsula melted and ran off into the sea, something seismic happened that would dramatically change the physical geography of Britain. The water that had been trapped as ice in the glaciers poured into the oceans raising global sea levels by 120 metres.10 Then, deep in the clear waters north of Norway, around 720 cubic miles of continental shelf snapped off and plummeted into the depths, causing a vast inland Norwegian lake to rupture, fuelling possibly the largest tsunami the planet has ever seen. The monster tidal wave hit Britain so hard that a 14-metre wall of water bulldozed its way up to 25 miles inland. The change in the structure of the oceans caused the southern and eastern regions of the British peninsula to flood expansively, and the fertile wetlands where the Thames and Rhine met in a vast bowl were completely drowned under billions of tons of water. This whole area – Doggerland – disappeared beneath a much-enlarged North Sea, and at the same time a new strip of water buried the south of the peninsula under the English Channel, cutting Britain off as an island. Before long, the Irish Sea also rushed in, separating Britain and Ireland into two, giving the British Isles the unique geography that would fundamentally shape their history.

Humans have always been inherently creative, and archaeology offers a spectacular glimpse inside the prehistoric British mind and soul at around this time. For centuries, Britain was believed to have no prehistoric art like that at Lascaux in France or Altamira in Spain. Then, in 2003, a team studying caves at Creswell Crags on the Nottinghamshire–Derbyshire border unexpectedly found that their walls and ceilings were festooned with a dozen engravings, including a bovid – probably an aurochs – a deer, a partial horse, and shapes which are either birds or stylised women or parts of women.11 The carvings are immediate, intense and dynamic, but nothing about them is known except that they were created around 12,700 to 11,000 BC. They may have been conceived by religious figures as part of some sacred space. Or they may be the result of families and children beautifying their homes. Or, conceivably, they may just be the labour of an early Briton who agreed with Nietzsche that existence is ugly and people need art to avoid being crushed by reality.12 All that is certain is that, as with prehistoric cave art from elsewhere, the pictures radiate a deep, primal bond between the human and animal worlds.

Today, the British are known for their love of animals, and the Creswell Crags engravings suggest this fascination goes back millennia. They are, in fact, not the only evidence that animals played a significant role in prehistoric British culture. At Star Carr in Yorkshire’s Vale of Pickering, haunting ceremonial headdresses crafted from red deer skulls and antlers suggest that their prehistoric owners performed animal spirit rituals around 9000 to 8000 BC.13 And, at Uffington in Oxfordshire, the mystical, 111-metre-long, flowing, galloping horse carved into the chalky hillside between 1200 and 800 BC spectacularly prefigures modernism in its exuberant evocation of raw animal energy.14

Throughout history, humans have engineered technological upheavals that have radically altered their experience of living. These have included the print, industrial and information revolutions, but the most momentous of all – so far – began around 10,000 BC in Syria and Iraq, reaching Britain 6,000 years later. Although there was no flick-of-the-switch moment when nomadic life became sedentary, over a period of time, seasonally at first, Britain’s hunters gradually settled in farmsteads and hamlets, where they grew crops and tended livestock, bending the natural world to their will, commanding it and dominating it for their convenience. Domestic British life then became recognisably modern. People built houses, usually out of wood, although at Skara Brae in Orkney they only had stone, and a handful of dwellings there from 3180 to 2500 BC have survived the millennia to reveal a strikingly familiar layout, with hearths, beds, seating areas, and even dressers for displaying treasured objects. This seems to have been a standard model, as traces of identically proportioned wattle and daub houses have been found in England.15

One of the places in the country with the earliest intermittent human habitation is the sprawling, grassy downlands of Wiltshire’s Salisbury Plain. At Blick Mead on the western edge of Amesbury animal remains in pits reveal that its inhabitants were feasting on aurochs, boar and deer as long ago as 8820 BC.16 The pits also contain frog bones, but it is not clear whether these were enjoyed as a delicacy or were simply unfortunate passers-by. However, what makes the site even more significant is that just over a mile away is something the people of the Plain left that the whole world still marvels at. Stonehenge.17

Prehistoric circular monuments are not rare in the British Isles: there are over a thousand.18 But the sheer, vaulting ambition of the stone structure three miles north-west of Amesbury is unique among them in many ways. At a time when most of England was wooded, the vast, geometric rings of stone on the cleared chalk downland would have been – as they still are – breathtaking in their scale.19

The Stonehenge visible today is the product of multiple phases of building. A piece of charcoal has been found on the site dating from around 7000 BC, but the main monument was built in five stages between 3000 and 1600 BC, beginning with pits and posts, and culminating in an intricate complex of concentric stone and earth circles.20 The scale of what the builders achieved is extraordinary given that the largest upright stone is nine metres high (including 2.4 metres underground) and weighs 28.1 tons. The skills and manpower needed to quarry, dress, transport and install stones of this size are also stupendous, as was demonstrated in 2000 when a millennium project to honour the original journey of the Welsh bluestones from Preseli in Pembrokeshire to Wiltshire proved just how extraordinary an achievement Stonehenge is. A thousand-strong crew of volunteers failed to move one stone from the quarry to the nearby river without having to call in a mechanical crane, and a replica prehistoric barge built to transport the menhir by sea quickly sank off Milford Haven taking the doomed stone to the deep. Experts now believe the bluestones were dragged overland.

The identity of the Plain people who undertook all this building remains an intriguing question. Dark-skinned Maglemosians had settled in Britain permanently in 10,000 BC replacing the earlier Creswellians, but there were then two further, immense population events. The first came at the time of the farming revolution around 4000 BC – before major work started at Stonehenge – when an influx of continental farmers replaced the existing population.21 The second came during the third stage of Stonehenge, when another wave of farmers arrived. They are known as the Bell Beaker people from the shape of their drinking vessels and, within 1,000 years of arrival, their DNA replaced 90 per cent of that previously extant in Britain.22 Whatever they made of Stonehenge, they carried on with the building works.

The effort required to construct Stonehenge was immense. During the second stage of construction, from 2620 to 2480 BC, the workers’ settlement at nearby Durrington Walls had around 1,000 houses, with its women and children also involved in the monument’s construction.23 Cremated bones found in its earliest pits are predominantly those of women – a find consistent with cremations around the country in the period – perhaps because the slump in population of the period led to a high status for women and their fertility.24 Tantalisingly, most of these bones belonged to people from Wales, but there is no ready explanation for this yet.25

Stonehenge’s purpose remains an enigma, with the most recent theory being that it was a place to honour ancestors, and an extraordinary recent discovery of a ring of large holes at Waun Mawn in the Preseli Hills – where Stonehenge’s bluestones came from – may indicate that the stones had first been set up as a circle in west Wales, meaning that Stonehenge has a direct link to Welsh ancestors.26 How the monument was used in ancestor celebration is not clear, but excavations show that the site itself was kept clean, with the pits of bones from seasonal feasts dug well away from the monument itself.

Eventually, Stonehenge began to crumble and was fenced off with a palisade wall. Society moved on, and the monument became obsolete. No one was able to recall what it had been used for, and few cared. Numerous of its stones were taken away to be incorporated into new buildings like Durrington Church and Amesbury Abbey. The first scholar to investigate Stonehenge in a dedicated manner was the seventeenth-century antiquary, folklorist, biographer and proto-archaeologist John Aubrey, who originated the theory that it was a druid temple. He was wrong, as it predates the druids by millennia. But, in the following century, enquiring Enlightenment savants began taking a scientific interest in the monument as part of Britain’s heritage. It baffled them until 1740, when the antiquarian William Stukeley spotted that the avenue, circles and inner horseshoe all align with the solar cycle.27 He published his findings to widespread excitement and talk of majestic pagan rites, sparking a trend that sees neo-pagans and neo-druids descend on Stonehenge at midsummer to celebrate the misty Wiltshire sunrise.

Despite the international fame of Stonehenge’s summer solstice festival, recent discoveries have put it into doubt. Tooth analysis from the nearby remnants of prehistoric feasts and revels shows that the animals – some possibly from Wales – were not slaughtered in summer, but in autumn and winter. Furthermore, while looking north-east from Stonehenge up the Avenue leads the eye to the midsummer sunrise, looking south-west down the Avenue and into Stonehenge precisely frames the midwinter sunset, and the dressing of the sarsens only enhances their appearance when observing them in this wintery direction. The revivalist neo-pagans are therefore out by six months, as Stonehenge was predominantly for winter ancestor rites, when the solar year turns at the solstice and the days begin imperceptibly to lengthen, the dark and barrenness of winter start to recede, and hope for the spring, fertility and nature’s creative powers returns.28

Another surprising discovery about Stonehenge is that it was not solely for the residents of Salisbury Plain. There is a historical myth that before the age of railways people had little knowledge of life a few miles from their birthplace, but humans have always been travellers. The discovery of the Amesbury Archer – interred on Salisbury Plain around 2480 to 2290 BC – offers striking proof. He was of high social status, having been buried with arrow heads, metalworking tools and the oldest gold found in Britain. His teeth, however, are even more remarkable, because the oxygen isotopes locked into their enamel reveal that he grew up in central Europe. And he is not alone as a foreigner on Salisbury Plain. The Boscombe Bowmen interred nearby with arrow heads and other grave artefacts around 2580 to 2220 BC are also far from local, as their tooth enamel reveals an origin possibly in west Wales but more likely Brittany or northern France.29 The wonder of all this prehistoric travel is that, without maps or compasses, people were capable of navigating to a monument on Salisbury Plain from all over the country, and as far away as central Europe.

While much of Stonehenge – and the wider area on Salisbury Plain – remains a mystery, the site continues to give up ever more information about the complexity of the Stone and Bronze Age cultures that lived there. In 2020 archaeologists uncovered a ring of immense shafts 10 metres wide and 5 metres deep in a circle whose diameter is a gargantuan 1.2 miles and is centred at Durrington Walls two miles north-east of Stonehenge.30 It is yet another intriguing piece in the baffling puzzle that may one day reveal what early Britons believed, and how they celebrated with rituals. For now, the leading theory is that Stonehenge was a place for commemorating and celebrating the ancestors, while Durrington Walls and its monuments were for celebrating the living.31

The discovery of the Durrington Walls circle came only eight years after another unexpected revelation of a much more immediate and human kind, when experts found that four of Stonehenge’s megaliths have a total of 115 axe heads and three daggers carved onto them.32 Although a few of them had been identified in the 1950s, and others have been found at Badbury in Wiltshire and at Kilmartin Glen in the west of Scotland, it came as a surprise that there were so many carved on Stonehenge, unexpectedly revealed during a laser scanning project. There is, of course, a significant amount of graffiti on the stones from the last few centuries – including a signature thought to be Sir Christopher Wren’s – but the axe heads and daggers are without question prehistoric, and date from 1750 to 1500 BC.33 They are the first document in this book: an enigma left to posterity by the people of the Plain.
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Stonehenge, Carvings of Axe Heads and Daggers (1750–1500 BC)

Intriguingly, the menacing, curved blades of the axe heads all point resolutely skywards, while the stiletto-sharp tips of the daggers are aimed firmly at the earth. There is clearly a pattern to their arrangement, and almost certainly a meaning, but the significance has been lost along with the people that carved them. The blades may have had a symbolic funerary connotation as, by the time they were carved, Stonehenge was at the centre of the largest collection of round funeral barrows in western Europe. But all that is really clear is that there is a celestial alignment, with most of the axes facing east to the rising sun, while the daggers face the southern major moonrise. They may additionally have referenced something ceremonial, acted to propitiate deities, or even warned visitors that the people of the Plain knew their way around sharp, bladed objects. The meaning, however, is gone. Whatever the axes and daggers’ purpose, Stonehenge is one of the earliest documents in Britain depicting weapons. As this book will show, Britons have been notably attached to them down the centuries, and proved consistently efficient at using them.
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Chariots and Woad – A Patchwork of Celtic Tribes

Julius Caesar

The Gallic War
c. 50 BC

Wetwang is a small village of just under 800 people in the East Riding of Yorkshire. It appears in the Domesday Book as ‘Wetuuangha’, and its battlemented medieval church of St Nicholas dates from not long after.1 In 2001 building contractors surveying one of its many paddocks stumbled across a significant-looking earthwork. They called in English Heritage and the British Museum and, as the teams delicately lifted off successive layers of soil, they realised they were opening a 2,250-year-old grave. After carefully digging deeper, they eventually uncovered – undisturbed by the millennia – a well-preserved skeleton. And a chariot.

As the contents of the grave emerged into daylight, the chariot and other artefacts proved to be richly decorated with metalwork, glass and coral, indicating that the individual was of exceptionally high status. There was an intricate coral brooch, an ornate iron mirror, and a fur-lined bag with a drawstring of glass beads. All these confirmed the remarkable sophistication of British Bronze and Iron Age society in the thousand years before the Roman conquest, but what surprised the experts most was that the bones, once washed and assembled, turned out to belong to a tall woman.2

Warriors across the ancient world hurtled into battle on two wheels, and the Celts of Britain were internationally renowned for their combat skill with vehicles.3 Burying warriors together with their chariots was relatively rare, but did occur for periods in parts of China, Cyprus, France, Germany, India, Russia, and east Yorkshire.

Anyone who has stood beside the Palace of Westminster, next to the outsize bronze statue of Boudicca thundering through the capital in her scythed chariot, will be familiar with Celtic warrior women. The difference is that Thomas Thornycroft’s dungeons-and-dragons effigy in Westminster is a work of imagination – high, imperial Victoriana with rearing horses and Boudicca’s semi-nude daughters – while the Wetwang skeleton is a real Iron Age woman and her chariot.

In life, the Wetwang chariot woman evidently enjoyed wealth, status and power, quite probably as a queen. Her world was part of a complex tribal network that emerged across late prehistoric Britain, splitting the country into competing kingdoms. The Parisi – who buried her around 250 to 200 BC – ruled east Yorkshire.4 The Iceni controlled Norfolk, Suffolk and Cambridgeshire. The Dumnonii governed Somerset, Devon and Cornwall. The Silures reigned in south Wales. The list runs to dozens of tribes, all guarding and fighting over their respective territories in a patchwork of independent kingdoms. This tribal mosaic was replicated over much of northern Europe, and even Asia as far as Anatolia, with some tribes split over multiple territories.5 The Belgae and Atrebates of southern England, for instance, also had territory in France. And for a period in the first century BC, a ruler named Diviciacus was the most powerful in France, presiding over a realm that stretched either side of the Channel a thousand years before William the Conqueror’s Anglo-Norman kingdom.6

Each of these rival tribes had a ruler, capital and identity. Because all the tribes spoke related languages and, to a degree, produced objects in similar styles, they have all come to be known as Celts, although those in Britain did not use the name. However, the term only indicates loose linguistic and cultural bonds. The tribes did not necessarily share DNA or identity, and nor did they see themselves as one culture or people.

Further south, in the entirely different world clustered around the Mediterranean basin, written accounts of day-to-day life – and even of heroic exploits – reach back as far as Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey composed around 900 to 700 BC.7 Britain has no equivalent written accounts of life from this period to give a flavour of the people’s priorities and preoccupations, but an ancient celebrity as famous as Homer did visit Britain a while later, and he left a colourful and intensely detailed description of what he found.

In 58 BC Julius Caesar ruled Rome as part of an informal triumvirate bringing together politics, the military and money. Hungry for greater personal power, he needed glory and wealth to propel him higher still. Rome already controlled the south of France (Gallia transalpina), so he set his eyes on the rest. Wrapped in his blood-red battle cloak, he headed into barbarian country, and hurled his legions against the Celts of central and northern France. The result was an eight-year campaign of total destruction. The Roman author Plutarch, one of Caesar’s earliest biographers, estimated that the would-be dictator sucked three million Gauls into battle, left one million dead, and took another million prisoner.8

As his Gallic campaign progressed, Caesar learned that bands of Britons were fighting alongside the Gauls, and that Gaulish warriors were periodically slipping through his net to safety across the Channel. After consulting advisers and spies, he learned to his interest that Britain had significant natural resources. To a military commander and politician looking to extend his imperium, both were strong reasons to investigate an island that was barely more than a myth. Some ancient writers even maintained it did not exist and that the world ended at the Channel with the realm of the mighty, watery god Oceanus.9 Keenly aware that mastery of such a dangerous waterway could only boost his reputation for valour, Caesar made preparations for a Channel crossing and, in late summer 55 BC and again in 54 BC, braved the waves with thousands of cavalry and infantry. To his frustration and disappointment, the visits achieved little apart from the discovery, on both occasions, that storms wreck ships left moored off the coast of Kent.10

In Rome, Caesar’s enemies were by now openly fomenting rumours that his Gallic war was fuelled by vainglory and ambition. As so many politicians before and since, he decided to control the damage by ensuring that his version of events became the best known. So he set about writing a cut-andthrust tale explaining to the person in the streets of Rome – in plain Latin, not the Greek of the Roman intelligentsia – that he was merely a loyal Roman soldier doing no more than his job for the good of Rome and its people.11 The result was the Gallic War (De bello gallico) which, despite the self-serving political messaging, is unambiguously one of the most fascinating and important documents in British history, and the only surviving eyewitness account of life in Iron Age Britain.12
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Julius Caesar, The Gallic War (c. 50 BC, this manuscript AD 800–825)

The Gallic War was a hit in Rome and the wider ancient world, and it remained popular into the medieval period when it was frequently recopied by monastic scribes for an eager audience of clerics and literate laypeople, becoming one of the earliest books to be mass produced in the late 1400s once printing presses were set up in Rome. Its bald, direct prose has made it staple Latin teaching material for centuries, and its opening sentence continues to reverberate around classrooms across the world: Gallia est omnis divisa in partes tres (All Gaul is divided into three parts).13

Always on the lookout to showcase his bravery and astuteness, Caesar was eager in the Gallic War to include accounts detailing his audacious crossing of Oceanus into the unknown. Gauls, including traders who regularly plied the Channel, had refused to tell him much about Britain, so once he had landed on the east coast he sent his men out into the southern regions to discover what they could about the strange land. The people, Caesar learned, were called Britons.14 The Greeks had long since dropped the name Albion for the island and switched to Prettanike, which probably came from a Celtic word meaning painted or tattooed people. It evolved into Britannia, and stuck as the country’s name.15

On arrival, Caesar’s first priority was to understand exactly who its inhabitants were, and how they lived.

The inland part of Britain is inhabited by people traditionally believed to be indigenous to the island, the coastal part by people who immigrated from the land of the Belgae for plunder and war (almost all bear the names of the communities they came from) and, having waged war, settled there and began to farm the lands. The population is beyond counting, and the buildings are crammed together, built like those of the Gauls.

His view that the coastal tribes came from the continent was not shared by everyone. Diodorus of Sicily, one of Caesar’s contemporaries, stated that the people of Britain were all indigenous.16 Meanwhile, Tacitus weighed in with a theory connecting the people of Scotland with Germany, Wales with Spain, and southern England with France, but concluded that no one really knew, which was normal with barbarians.17 Modern historians and archaeologists remain equally at odds on the question. No one is sure whether, before Caesar, Britain was invaded by one or more major waves of European Celts. Whether small groups of them came and settled sporadically. Whether the indigenous Britons simply adopted mainstream Celtic language and culture through trade and kinship. Or whether there was some combination of all three.18 A popular modern view is that there was no ‘coming of the Celts’ in a large-scale, violent displacement of people, but that multiple small pockets of European Celts settled in Britain through war and trade, while indigenous Britons simultaneously assimilated into broader northern European Celtic culture. There had certainly been millennia of very close contact and movement across the Channel. The oldest intact seagoing vessel in the world – dating from 1500 BC – was found in Dover and, even further back, the Amesbury Archer had made it to Wiltshire from central Europe two thousand years earlier.19

Caesar was aware that the Greeks believed the Britons were painted or tattooed, and he quickly understood why.

Truly, all the Britons dye themselves with woad, which gives them a blue colour, and accordingly a more terrible appearance in combat.

As well as verifying the Britons’ cabbage-based body art, he observed that the men had a distinctive style of grooming.

And they have long hair, and they shave their entire bodies except the head and top lip.

Caesar was inquisitive, and moved around the south of Britain, meeting different tribes. The most civilised, he concluded, were the people of Kent, whose way of life he found was very similar to that he had seen in Gaul.20 His interest extended to all aspects of life in the country, including family and domestic arrangements.

Ten to 12 men share wives among themselves communally, particularly brothers with brothers, and fathers with sons; but whoever are born out of this are considered the children of the man who first seduced the virgin.

Caesar was, of course, composing propaganda to burnish his reputation as the crusher of barbarians and torchbearer of civilisation. There is, therefore, no way to know whether this description was true or simply invented. He was definitely interested in domestic arrangements generally. In another passage he described to his amazement how in Gaul husbands were required to match their wives’ dowries, then the couple managed the wealth together with the survivor inheriting all. This was in stark contrast to Roman culture, in which women had few rights. He even went on to note, perhaps to redress the balance, that at least British men had the power of death over their wives and children.21

The general Roman view of the Celts was that they were drinkers and fighters. Diodorus of Sicily wrote that the Gauls were so addicted to wine they drank it unmixed and fell into a stupor or a state of madness. So keen on wine were they, he continued, that Italian merchants visiting Gaul could exchange an amphora of wine for a slave.22 With regard to the Celtic fighting tradition, the Romans had first-hand experience of meeting Celts in battle, and scars by which to remember the encounters. In 390 BC a Gaulish army wiped out a Roman one at the Battle of the Allia, then occupied Rome for several months. It was the only time Rome fell before its ultimate decline, and a defeat the Romans never forgot. Nor how Brennus, the Gaulish leader, when upbraided by a conquered Roman for using rigged scales to measure out the gold tribute he demanded before leaving, answered with the blunt Vae victis! (woe to the conquered!).23 The Celts’ reputation as warriors was widely known, and they hired themselves out as mercenaries around the world, including to Rome, and even to specialist units like Pharaoh Cleopatra of Egypt’s bodyguard.24 The Romans were, therefore, keenly aware the Celts took fighting seriously, and even seemed to quite enjoy it. At the battle of Telemon in 225 BC, the Gaesatae, a Gaulish tribe from the Alps, ‘owing to their proud confidence in themselves’ stripped off and fought naked against the Romans. Sadly, however, their ebullience did not carry the day for them.25 Of all the Celtic warriors, Tacitus singled out the Britons as especially fierce, while noting that the Gauls had been formidable, but were now grown lazy and ineffectual at warfare.26

Caesar had therefore expected strong military resistance to his arrival, but was nevertheless dumbfounded on seeing hordes of heavily armed Britons wheeling about in chariots: a vehicle that had long been obsolete in the Mediterranean world. The sight left his army ‘terrified’, and his commanders and men readily admitted they were ‘wholly inexperienced in this sort of fighting’.27 He watched closely, and left a detailed account of their tactics.

This is the way in which they fight with chariots. They start by charging about in all directions and throwing their spears, and they break [the enemy’s] ranks through fear of their horses and noise of their wheels, and once they have worked their way among [the enemy’s] cavalry, they leap from their chariots and attack on foot.

Caesar saw British charioteers in action several times. In addition to skirmishes around the Roman beachheads, he watched Cassivellaunus bring 4,000 charioteers to confront him at the Thames.28 And after observing their manoeuvres, Caesar assessed them to be a well-drilled and skilled military force, noting with interest that they never fought in close order, but always spread out in groups with fresh warriors taking the place of the tired.29

And by daily practice and exercise they become so skilled they can gallop their horses at full tilt down the steepest slopes without losing control, and check and turn them instantly, and run along the pole and stand on the yoke and then, in the blink of an eye, dart back into the chariot.

Caesar wanted to know his enemy thoroughly, and was also interested in how wider British society functioned. He knew from Gaul that the two dominant groups were the druids and the knights, and his account of druids is the earliest description of their way of life. He explained that they oversaw sacred activities, conducted public and private sacrifices, interpreted questions of religion, determined legal disputes, were exempted from military service, and did not pay taxes. They were organised under an elected chief druid, and gathered every year in the land of the Carnutes around Chartres and Orléans.30 He also revealed druidry’s rather surprising home.

It is believed the [druids’] teachings were discovered in Britain, and then spread to Gaul, and now anyone who wants to deepen their knowledge of the subject generally travels there [to Britain] to learn more.

Caesar was understandably intrigued by the druids, and learned that their training could take up to 20 years and involved committing a vast corpus of poetry to memory. However, he was unable to uncover many details, as the druids explicitly forbade anyone from writing down the content of their religion.31 Despite this secrecy, Caesar managed to establish that they assiduously followed the movements of the celestial bodies, and taught that ‘souls do not die, but pass from one body to another after death’.32 Tacitus added that the druids performed grisly human sacrifices for divining the future in the entrails of the dying, and Caesar reported that they conducted human sacrifices to propitiate the gods using what would later be termed ‘wicker men’.

Others have human effigies of enormous size, with limbs woven from branches, filled with living men, which are set ablaze, engulfing the men in flames and killing them. They believe sacrificing those guilty of theft or robbery or other crimes is more pleasing to the immortal gods; but when a plentiful supply of them is absent, they turn to sacrificing even the innocent.

As with his account of the Britons’ incestuous polygamy, it is impossible to know whether this account is fact or propaganda.

Caesar was also curious about the Britons’ food and diet, which constituted key intelligence for a military commander.

The number of cattle is large . . . Most people living inland do not sow corn, but live off milk and meat and dress in animal skins.

Although the Britons were strongly carnivorous, he noted that not all animals were prepared for the table. Some were kept as pets.

They believe it is improper to eat hare, hen, and goose; however, they rear these for enjoyment and pleasure.

Caesar did not get to plunder the natural resources he had been told of, but established that Britain was self-sufficient in tin and iron, although it imported bronze.33 The resulting economy, he noted, was sophisticated, with established systems of exchange.

For currency, they use bronze, or gold coins, or iron bars with specific weights.

Many coins have been found from the period, with the most extensive collection being the Hallaton Treasure of 5,292 gold and silver coins dating from around the time of the Roman invasion. Like other hoards, it includes coins from elsewhere in the country, and even from Rome, demonstrating the vibrancy and reach of established national and international trade.34

After investigating the country and its barbarous inhabitants, Caesar concluded that he did not have the resources for conquest, so – once his intelligence gathering was complete – decided it was time to weigh anchor. As his ships



OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Prelude: Voices from the Past



		Part I: Prehistory and Roman



		1. Hunters and Henges – Nomads Arrive



		2. Chariots and Woad – A Patchwork of Celtic Tribes



		3. Togas and Trade – The Edge of Empire









		Part II: Medieval



		4. Warriors in the Mist – The Age of Arthur



		5. Game of Thegns – Angle-Land Emerges



		6. Rannsaka and Slahtr – Vikings Take the Throne



		7. A Royal Stitch-Up – The Bastard’s Cross-Channel Empire



		8. Hƿæt! –The Creation of a Jewelled Language



		9. When Christ and His Saints Slept – The Empress, the Usurper and the Anarchy



		10. A House of Devils – Angevin Lords of Rule and Misrule



		11. Born in Blood – Forging a United Kingdom



		12. Neumes and Tunes – The Glory of Medieval Music



		13. King Death – Pestilence, Apocalypse and Rebirth



		14. Three Lions and the Fleur-de-Lys – Coveting the French Crown



		15. My Welebeloued Voluntyne – Medieval Romance



		16. Swords and Sorcery – The Once and Future King









		Part III: Early Modern



		17. Severing Ties – Henry VIII and the Dream of Dynasty



		18. Smashing the Altars – Bloody Tudors



		19. The Devil’s Votaries – Witches in the Air



		20. Bombing Parliament – Homegrown Terrorism



		21. Monarchists and Regicides – The Uncivil War



		22. Religious Dictatorship – King Cromwell and his Saints



		23. Prignappers in Rumvile – The Restoration’s Dark Underbelly



		24. A Very British Alchemy – The Emergence of Science



		25. Sapere Aude! – The British Roots of the Enlightenment



		26. Fortunes for the Taking – Robbery on the Highways and High Seas









		Part IV: Modern



		27. The Sun Never Sets – Losing the Colonies and Gaining an Empire



		28. England’s Green and Pleasant Land – The Birth of the Romantics



		29. Full Steam Ahead – The Age of the Machines



		30. Victorian Salons to Bletchley Park – The Rise of British Programmers



		31. Immigrants of the World Unite! – Marx’s London Capital



		32. Men of Harlech – Weaving a Tale in Zululand



		33. Slaughter in the Slums – Poverty and Terror in Whitechapel



		34. Chewing Barbed Wire –The End of Empire



		35. The Unholy Land – Britain’s Palestine Dilemma



		36. Flights of Fancy – The Idyll of the English Countryside



		37. A Nation of Books and Letters – The British Type



		38. SS-GB – Hitler’s Targets in Britain



		39. Róisín Dubh – Ireland’s Long Road to Independence



		40. Youth, Sex and Concrete – Britain Takes a Modern Turn



		41. Strikes, Grime and Safety Pins – The Decade of Discontent



		42. The Armalite and Ballot Box – Northern Ireland’s Troubles



		43. Rule Britannia! Britannia’s Making Waves – Shadows of Empire in the South Atlantic



		44. Shaken and Stirred – Treachery in the Intelligence Services



		45. Picket Lines and Parody – The Lady Is Not for Turning



		46. Snail Porridge – A New Politics and Cool Britannia



		47. Weapons of Mass Destruction – Wrecking Iraq and the Global Financial System



		48. Island Fever – The Perennial Europe Conundrum



		49. Wunderkammern – Collecting Britain’s Past



		50. Sailing By! – The Waters of History









		Afterword: Voices of the Future



		Appendix 1: The Many Names of Britain



		Appendix 2: A Note on the Changing English Alphabet



		Ages



		Kings and Queens



		Prime Ministers



		Original Texts



		Bibliography



		Notes



		Acknowledgements



		Index













Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494



		495



		496



		497



		498



		499



		500



		501



		502



		503



		504



		505



		506



		507



		508



		509



		510



		511



		512



		513



		514



		515



		516



		517



		518



		519



		520



		521



		522



		523



		524



		525



		526



		527



		528



		529



		530



		531



		532



		533



		534



		535



		536



		537



		538



		539



		540



		541



		542



		543



		544



		545



		546



		547



		548



		549



		550



		551



		552



		553



		554



		555



		556



		557



		558



		559



		560



		561



		562



		563



		564



		565



		566



		567



		568



		569



		570



		571



		572



		573



		574



		575



		576



		577



		578



		579



		580



		581



		582



		583



		584



		585



		586



		587



		588



		589



		590



		591



		592



		593



		594



		595



		596



		597



		598



		599



		600



		601



		602



		603



		604



		605



		606



		607



		608



		609



		610



		611



		612



		613



		614



		615



		616



		617



		618



		619



		620



		621



		622



		623



		624



		625



		626



		627



		628



		629



		630



		631



		632



		633



		634



		635



		636



		637



		638



		639



		640



		641



		642



		643



		644



		645



		646



		647



		648



		649



		650



		651



		652



		653



		654



		655



		656



		657



		658



		659



		660











OEBPS/images/f0020-01.jpg





OEBPS/font/DejaVuSans.ttf


OEBPS/images/title.png
ANATOMY
OF A NATION

A History of British Identity
in 50 Documents

DOMINIC SELWOOD

G





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
A History of British Identity

in 50 Documents

) ALLiaesT  oowis DIUTSA TNPARY
A 1nooLm{ LJSAK \LM” |

3uatf{5rum !mr(ux cdme . Ny
i i

&\ ‘/: (] ' Wil ity





OEBPS/images/f0002-01.png
Wmu;.swwgkw e oo Telle Jubuplspaps buna:
Db i e B o A p i
gg@%vmmﬁéﬁrﬁm‘%





OEBPS/images/f0025-01.png
; I3 K :
BELEGLEE TVEAN DEN'R
RIEONETEMIZRY Mk

© I AILAEST  ommisDIUIsA TNPARTES TRES ; Guariiey
G apam me[f EJSA;;\LW Aq:;l:n ﬁ:mm 'f",
gunpforum bngus cdme. N allisppliamay” 0
}itmwhngfx-fr&mﬂ %MAW; qil:r %
sbaguiamf. guinms Flumen bdyfimerons @i chisde
AL RIS
o hamanioat prommase: 'ms.(‘ﬁmr‘ qin- ’ %
merctonef {aspe icomen: el enejune’ 2o ef fernman dlof a
mor” re#mm !nroksn(,ﬁ?nz\tm; f
;:iq!unf"'z’ulk s conginemer Svmm‘n' qm::irr
i 1 uod+ faallof” uf ’mla»_(. frre . 5
S a b
o benviour |f6-mmmf;m; mwymmm»fw‘:'-f
&ua(' opmnire o1 el iroustn (Afw»f'ammlrlwmvm o
L qapumne fl«mmrf ocenum fmﬂ’ Lhm»- nngﬂ" {3
4 »L{iﬁ.m‘('u!n'mﬁ-ﬁ Flumen rémom + on g soffpemrs
‘. "?"»itxm-rﬁa&m&mwrw onfe
r&.mﬁf@merW infiprmonen - alev ?






