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    Out of the collapse of Roman rule and the movement of peoples, this book follows how migrations, belief, custom, and power gradually interwove to lay the institutional and cultural groundwork for what would become England, tracing the tensions between conquest and accommodation, kinship and kingship, pagan memory and Christian reform, local habit and emergent law, while asking how a patchwork of settlements, dialects, and lordships could be shaped—through war, worship, and work—into a recognizably English landscape of communities, names, and norms that endured beyond the period’s turmoil to influence later ideas of identity and governance.

Grant Allen’s Anglo-Saxon Britain is a concise work of popular history that surveys the early medieval period in Britain, focusing on the centuries after Roman administration ended. Written in the late nineteenth century, it reflects Victorian efforts to synthesize available chronicles and scholarship into an accessible narrative for general readers. The book belongs to the genre of historical overview rather than archival monograph, aiming to explain how peoples, practices, and institutions evolved in the island during the era often labeled “Anglo-Saxon.” Its setting spans the post-Roman landscape, the emerging kingdoms, and the cultural milieus of church, court, and countryside.

The premise is straightforward: to chart, in clear and compact prose, the rise of Anglo-Saxon polities and culture, their social and legal frameworks, and the conditions that shaped daily life and political change. Readers encounter a guided tour of key developments—settlement, kingdom formation, the spread of Christianity, and the pressures that contact and conflict introduced—presented with the confidence and cadence of a Victorian generalist. The experience is brisk and explanatory rather than dramatic, privileging synthesis over anecdote. Expect an instructive, summative voice intent on showing how disparate strands cohere into a story about origins and continuity.

Among its central themes are migration and ethnogenesis, the making of authority, and the forging of custom into law. The book considers how local identities and practices interacted with emerging royal power, what conversion to Christianity meant for learning and institutions, and how landholding, kinship, and obligation structured society. It touches on the creation of towns and shires, the significance of assemblies and legal codes, and the cultural effects of contact with neighboring peoples, including Brittonic communities and later Scandinavian intrusions. Throughout, the emphasis falls on processes—gradual adaptation, assimilation, and reform—rather than on singular turning points alone.

Allen writes with an expository steadiness typical of late-Victorian surveys, drawing on chronicles available to nineteenth-century readers, such as works by Bede and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, as mediated by contemporary scholarship. The tone is declarative and didactic, favoring broad patterns, institutional history, and linguistic and cultural observations that seek to connect names, customs, and places to larger narratives of development. While concise, the style is attentive to cause and effect, attempting to balance political events with social texture. It offers the clarity of a primer, shaped by the interpretive frameworks of its time, rather than the methodological apparatus of modern academic history.

Read today, the book serves two purposes: it introduces a formative era in Britain’s past and reveals how that past was constructed for educated audiences in the late nineteenth century. Its interest lies not only in what it explains—the emergence of laws, churches, and kingdoms—but also in how it explains them, raising questions about identity, migration, language, and nationhood that remain resonant. Some interpretations reflect the assumptions and limitations of Victorian historiography, so critical distance is warranted. Yet the work’s interpretive energy and organizational clarity make it a useful starting point for thinking about origins, continuity, and the uses of the past.

For contemporary readers, the value of Anglo-Saxon Britain is the combination of accessibility and ambition: a compact synthesis that aims to make a complex period intelligible, to connect everyday practices with sweeping change, and to frame local detail within a larger story of cultural formation. It invites engagement from curious generalists and students alike, offering orientation before deeper study. Approached alongside current scholarship, it rewards with a clear map of questions—how societies absorb newcomers, how belief reshapes custom, how authority legitimizes itself—that transcend its age, while its Victorian vantage point prompts reflection on how historical narratives are made and remade.
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    Grant Allen’s Anglo-Saxon Britain presents a compact history of the English peoples from the end of Roman rule to the Norman Conquest. It outlines where the settlers came from, how they occupied the island, and which institutions they built. The book relies on early chronicles, laws, archaeology then known, and place-name evidence, notably Bede, Gildas, and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. It follows a chronological path, connecting political change with social structure, religion, and economy. The central themes are migration and settlement, the formation of kingdoms, conversion to Christianity, Scandinavian disruption and assimilation, the growth of royal power, and the legacy that survived 1066.

To set the scene, the book summarizes Roman Britain as a network of towns, villas, roads, and garrisons guarding the Saxon Shore. With imperial authority weakening in the fourth and fifth centuries, frontier pressure increased and local defenses faltered. The formal Roman withdrawal left the provincial population exposed to Pictish, Irish, and Germanic raids. Traditional accounts describe Britons calling in Germanic auxiliaries who soon settled for themselves. Whether invited or opportunistic, seaborne groups from the North Sea began to establish beachheads. The collapse of centralized administration created a patchwork of enclaves in which new settlers could carve out territories.

The narrative then describes the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes, their continental homelands around Schleswig, Holstein, and the lower Elbe, and their seafaring, kin-based society. Small war-bands crossed the Channel, occupying Kent, the Isle of Wight, Sussex, and East Anglia before moving inland along rivers. Settlement proceeded district by district, with fierce fighting and gradual displacement of Romano-British authority in the east and south. Place-names and early graves mark their advance, while Celtic communities persisted in the west and highlands. The book emphasizes colonization rather than sudden conquest, with ploughlands, villages, and local fields replacing many Romanized town sites.

From these footholds, distinct kingdoms emerged. The Jutes formed Kent, the Saxons consolidated Sussex and later Wessex, and the Angles occupied East Anglia, Mercia, and Northumbria. Power shifted among overlords remembered as bretwaldas, reflecting alternating dominance by Kentish, Northumbrian, Mercian, and finally West Saxon rulers. British polities endured in Wales, Cornwall, and Strathclyde, bounded in places by earthworks like Offa’s Dyke. Expansion progressed in waves from coast to interior, converting woodland and downland into arable. The section follows how borders hardened, dynasties stabilized, and regional identities took shape within a loosely connected group of kindred peoples across the island.

Allen devotes attention to social and legal institutions. The village township and open-field cultivation frame daily life, with freemen (ceorls), nobles (eorls and later thegns), and slaves forming graded ranks. Kinship bonds and the principle of wergeld regulate feuds and compensation, overseen in local moots of hundred and shire. Land law distinguishes folkland, held by custom, from bookland, conveyed by written charter. Early codes, such as those in Kent and Wessex, record penalties, protections, and status. The account presents a decentralized order in which custom, oath, and community policing maintained peace, gradually reinforced by royal judges and reeves.

Christianization enters with Augustine’s mission to Kent in 597, followed by Irish evangelists in the north. The book outlines the parallel Roman and Celtic church traditions, converging at the Synod of Whitby in favor of Roman usages. Monasteries at Canterbury, Lindisfarne, and elsewhere foster script, art, and learning, while law codes adopt Christian norms. Figures like Bede and the compilers of annals provide the written framework that preserves the period. Ecclesiastical organization meshes with royal power through dioceses and minsters, and vernacular literacy grows alongside Latin, producing homilies, poetry, and translations that circulate ideals across the separate kingdoms.

Scandinavian attacks transform the landscape. Early raids give way to the Great Army’s campaigns, the occupation of York, and the delineation of the Danelaw. The book explains Alfred of Wessex’s response: fortified burhs, a reorganized fyrd, ships for coastal defense, and a program of learning and law-giving. Treaties and settlements create regions under Danish custom, visible in place-names and legal clauses. Over time, Danes and English mingle, with commerce reviving in boroughs protected by walls and garrisons. The section links military reforms to urban growth, coinage control, and the reassertion of West Saxon leadership over a divided realm.

Consolidation follows under Edward the Elder and Athelstan, who extend rule across former Danish territories, producing a single English kingdom. Later, Edgar’s peace allows administrative standardization through shires, hundreds, and reeves, while the geld tax and mints support governance. The narrative covers renewed Scandinavian dominance under Cnut, the creation of large earldoms, and continuity in English laws. Under Edward the Confessor, Norman ties deepen and a household army of housecarls appears, even as boroughs, markets, and craft guilds expand. Throughout, the account stresses the persistence of local courts, charters, and customary tenures within an increasingly centralized monarchy.

The book closes with 1066 as a watershed that nevertheless preserves much Anglo-Saxon groundwork. Norman lords replace many native elites, castles proliferate, and feudal tenures overlay older holdings. Yet shires, hundreds, and borough institutions continue, the king’s writ runs, and the English tongue remains the base of national speech. The concluding pages summarize the enduring legacy: village communities, law codes, administrative geography, and a habit of limited monarchy rooted in early practice. By tracing migration, conversion, conflict, and union in order, the work presents Anglo-Saxon Britain as the formative stage of England’s political and social character.
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    Grant Allen’s Anglo-Saxon Britain surveys the transformation of the British Isles between the fifth and eleventh centuries, after the Roman withdrawal in 410 and before the Norman Conquest of 1066. The setting spans lowland eastern and southern Britain, from Kent and the Thames basin to East Anglia, Mercia, and Northumbria, with the Irish Sea and North Sea as vital corridors. It is a world of townships, royal vills, and monasteries, punctuated by river crossings like London and York. Allen writes from a late Victorian vantage, but he anchors his narrative in the material and legal landscape of early England: shires, hundreds, burhs, and the countryside that framed everyday life.

The Anglo-Saxon migrations reshaped post-Roman Britain. Traditional accounts place the arrival of Hengist and Horsa in Kent around 449 under the shadowy British leader Vortigern, followed by Jutish settlement in Kent and Wight, Saxons in Sussex and Wessex, and Angles in East Anglia, Mercia, and Northumbria. Archaeology shows fifth and sixth century cremation and inhumation cemeteries, furnished graves, and Germanic place-name elements like -ham, -ton, and -ing. Romano-British resistance culminated, perhaps, at Mount Badon in the late fifth or early sixth century. Allen connects this phase to the formation of village communities and folk-law, reading place-names and tribal boundaries as evidence for colonization rather than a single decisive conquest.

Out of scattered war-bands arose kingdoms often grouped as the Heptarchy: Kent, Sussex, Wessex, Essex, East Anglia, Mercia, and Northumbria. Æthelberht of Kent, ruling c. 590 to 616 at Canterbury, issued the earliest extant English law code. Northumbria, formed from Bernicia and Deira, reached prominence under Edwin and Oswald in the early seventh century, while pagan Mercia surged under Penda. Eighth century Mercian supremacy culminated with Offa, who minted broad pennies, negotiated with Charlemagne, established Lichfield as an archbishopric in 787, and likely sponsored Offa’s Dyke along the Welsh frontier. Allen uses these cycles of primacy to illustrate fluid kingship, the folk-moot, and the growth of thegnly power over older communal liberties.

Christianization introduced literacy, law, and transnational ties. Pope Gregory I sent Augustine to Kent in 597, founding the see of Canterbury under Æthelberht’s patronage. From the north, the Irish mission at Iona, founded 563 by Columba, sent Aidan to Lindisfarne in 635, evangelizing Northumbria. Competing Roman and Irish usages were reconciled at the Synod of Whitby in 664, hosted by Abbess Hilda, when Oswiu accepted the Roman Easter and tonsure. Monasteries multiplied, and Bede of Jarrow completed his Ecclesiastical History in 731, anchoring chronology. Allen presents the church as a unifying and civilizing institution, linking script, schools, and law codes to the emergence of a shared English political culture.

Viking pressure reshaped the political map. Raids began with Lindisfarne in 793 and intensified with the Great Heathen Army of 865 led by Ivar and Halfdan. York fell in 866; East Anglia’s king Edmund was slain in 869. Wessex resisted under Alfred, king from 871, who after setbacks won at Edington in 878 against Guthrum, concluding the Treaty of Wedmore and defining territories that became the Danelaw, roughly from the Thames to the Mersey and north-eastward. Alfred built burhs, reorganized the fyrd, issued law codes, and fostered learning, translating works and inviting scholars. Allen makes these decades the crucible of English nationhood, emphasizing how burh networks, legal synthesis, and literacy underwrote recovery and state-building.

The reconquest and consolidation followed. Edward the Elder and his sister Æthelflæd, Lady of the Mercians, advanced between 911 and 918 with a coordinated burh strategy, reclaiming lands south and west of the Humber. Their heir Athelstan secured Northumbria in 927, minted uniform coinage, convened councils, and promulgated laws at Grately c. 928 to 930. His victory at Brunanburh in 937 over a coalition of Scots, Norse-Dubliners, and Strathclyde Britons affirmed an English realm. Edgar’s reign, 959 to 975, brought monastic reform under Dunstan, Æthelwold, and Oswald, and administrative regularity in shires, hundreds, and reeves. Allen treats these measures as the institutional backbone of England, tracing township, wergild, and royal peace into later jurisprudence.

Renewed Scandinavian assaults after 980 saw tribute payments, notably the Danegeld following Maldon in 991. Sweyn Forkbeard briefly took the throne in 1013; his son Cnut ruled England, Denmark, and Norway from 1016 to 1035, issuing comprehensive law codes and governing through earls and a stable coinage. After Harthacnut, Edward the Confessor reigned from 1042, amid the rise of Earl Godwin’s family. In 1066 Harold Godwinson defeated Harald Hardrada at Stamford Bridge, then fell to William of Normandy at Hastings, ending Anglo-Saxon rule. Allen uses this sequence to contrast native township-based institutions with incoming Norman feudal practices, arguing for continuity of law and custom beneath the dramatic change in elite personnel.

Allen’s history doubles as a critique of power and social stratification. He foregrounds the decline of the free ceorl and the ascent of the thegn, unequal wergilds, and the encroachment of lordship that eroded communal rights, anticipating forms of villeinage. He exposes fiscal burdens such as Danegeld and the political costs of weak kingship, while showing how church organization could both protect and discipline the laity. By tracing shire, hundred, and moot, he defends local consent against arbitrary authority, and by reading 1066 as an elite conquest he critiques the feudal overlay that narrowed older freedoms, making the book an implicit defense of equitable law and communal institutions.
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This little book is an attempt to give a brief sketch of Britain under the early English conquerors, rather from the social than from the political point of view. For that purpose not much has been said about the doings of kings and statesmen; but attention has been mainly directed towards the less obvious evidence afforded us by existing monuments as to the life and mode of thought of the people themselves. The principal object throughout has been to estimate the importance of those elements in modern British life which are chiefly due to purely English or Low-Dutch influences.

The original authorities most largely consulted have been, first and above all, the "English Chronicle," and to an almost equal extent, Bæda[1]'s "Ecclesiastical History." These have been supplemented, where necessary, by Florence of Worcester and the other Latin writers of later date. I have not thought it needful, however, to repeat any of the gossiping stories from William of Malmesbury, Henry of Huntingdon, and their compeers, which make up the bulk of our early history as told in most modern books. Still less have I paid any attention to the romances of Geoffrey of Monmouth. Gildas,  Nennius, and the other Welsh tracts have been sparingly employed, and always with a reference by name. Asser has been used with caution, where his information seems to be really contemporary. I have also derived some occasional hints from the old British bards, from Beowulf[2], from the laws, and from the charters in the "Codex Diplomaticus." These written documents have been helped out by some personal study of the actual early English relics preserved in various museums, and by the indirect evidence of local nomenclature.

Among modern books, I owe my acknowledgments in the first and highest degree to Dr. E.A. Freeman, from whose great and just authority, however, I have occasionally ventured to differ in some minor matters. Next, my acknowledgments are due to Canon Stubbs, to Mr. Kemble, and to Mr. J.R. Green. Dr. Guest's valuable papers in the Transactions of the Archæological Institute have supplied many useful suggestions. To Lappenberg and Sir Francis Palgrave I am also indebted for various details. Professor Rolleston's contributions to "Archæologia," as well as his Appendix to Canon Greenwell's "British Barrows," have been consulted for anthropological and antiquarian points; on which also Professor Huxley and Mr. Akerman have published useful papers. Professor Boyd Dawkins's work on "Early Man in Britain," as well as the writings of Worsaae and Steenstrup have helped in elucidating the condition of the English at the date of the Conquest. Nor must I forget the aid derived  from Mr. Isaac Taylor's "Words and Places," from Professor Henry Morley's "English Literature," and from Messrs. Haddan and Stubbs' "Councils." To Mr. Gomme, Mr. E.B. Tylor, Mr. Sweet, Mr. James Collier, Dr. H. Leo, and perhaps others, I am under various obligations; and if any acknowledgments have been overlooked, I trust the injured person will forgive me when I have had already to quote so many authorities for so small a book. The popular character of the work renders it undesirable to load the pages with footnotes of reference; and scholars will generally see for themselves the source of the information given in the text.

Personally, my thanks are due to my friend, Mr. York Powell, for much valuable aid and assistance, and to the Rev. E. McClure, one of the Society's secretaries, for his kind revision of the volume in proof, and for several suggestions of which I have gladly availed myself.

As various early English names and phrases occur throughout the book, it will be best, perhaps, to say a few words about their pronunciation here, rather than to leave over that subject to the chapter on the Anglo-Saxon language, near the close of the work. A few notes on this matter are therefore appended below.

The simple vowels, as a rule, have their continental pronunciation, approximately thus: ā as in father, ă as in ask; ē as in there, ĕ as in men; ī as in marine, ĭ as fit; ō as in note, ŏ as in not; ū as in brute, ŏ as in full; ȳ as in grün (German), y̆ as in  hübsch (German). The quantity of the vowels is not marked in this work. Æ is not a diphthong, but a simple vowel sound, the same as our own short a in man, that, &c. Ea is pronounced like ya. C is always hard, like k; and g is also always hard, as in begin: they must never be pronounced like s or j. The other consonants have the same values as in modern English. No vowel or consonant is ever mute. Hence we get the following approximate pronunciations: Ælfred and Æthelred, as if written Alfred and Athelred; Æthelstan and Dunstan, as Athelstahn and Doonstahn; Eadwine and Oswine, nearly as Yahd-weena and Ose-weena; Wulfsige and Sigeberht, as Wolf-seeg-a and Seeg-a-bayrt; Ceolred and Cynewulf, as Keole-red and Küne-wolf. These approximations look a little absurd when written down in the only modern phonetic equivalents; but that is the fault of our own existing spelling, not of the early English names themselves.

G.A.
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At a period earlier than the dawn of written history there lived somewhere among the great table-lands and plains of Central Asia a race known to us only by the uncertain name of Aryans. These Aryans were a fair-skinned and well-built people, long past the stage of aboriginal savagery, and possessed of a considerable degree of primitive culture. Though mainly pastoral in habit, they were acquainted with tillage, and they grew for themselves at least one kind of cereal grain. They spoke a language whose existence and nature we infer from the remnants of it which survive in the tongues of their descendants, and from these remnants we are able to judge, in some measure, of their civilisation and their modes of thought. The indications thus preserved for us show the Aryans to have been a simple and fierce community of early warriors, farmers, and shepherds, still in a partially nomad condition, living under a patriarchal rule, originally ignorant of all metals save gold, but possessing  weapons and implements of stone,[1] and worshipping as their chief god the open heaven. We must not regard them as an idyllic and peaceable people: on the contrary, they were the fiercest and most conquering tribe ever known. In mental power and in plasticity of manners, however, they probably rose far superior to any race then living, except only the Semitic nations of the Mediterranean coast.

From the common Central Asian home, colonies of warlike Aryans gradually dispersed themselves, still in the pre-historic period, under pressure of population or hostile invasion, over many districts of Europe and Asia. Some of them moved southward, across the passes of Afghanistan, and occupied the fertile plains of the Indus and the Ganges, where they became the ancestors of the Brahmans and other modern high-caste Hindoos. The language which they took with them to their new settlements beyond the Himalayas was the Sanskrit, which still remains to this day the nearest of all dialects that we now possess to the primitive Aryan speech. From it are derived the chief modern tongues of northern India, from the Vindhyas to the Hindu Kush. Other Aryan tribes settled in the mountain districts west of Hindustan; and yet others found themselves a home in the hills of Iran or Persia, where they still preserve an allied dialect of the ancient mother tongue.

 But the mass of the emigrants from the Central Asian fatherland moved further westward in successive waves, and occupied, one after another, the midland plains and mountainous peninsulas of Europe. First of all, apparently, came the Celts, who spread slowly across the South of Russia and Germany, and who are found at the dawn of authentic history extending over the entire western coasts and islands of the continent, from Spain to Scotland. Mingled in many places with the still earlier non-Aryan aborigines—perhaps Iberians and Euskarians, a short and swarthy race, armed only with weapons of polished stone, and represented at the present day by the Basques of the Pyrenees and the Asturias—the Celts held rule in Spain, Gaul, and Britain, up to the date of the several Roman conquests. A second great wave of Aryan immigration, that of the Hellenic and Italian races, broke over the shores of the Ægean and the Adriatic, where their cognate languages have become familiar to us in the two extreme and typical forms of the classical Greek and Latin. A third wave was that of the Teutonic or German people, who followed and drove out the Celts over a large part of central and western Europe; while a fourth and final swarm was that of the Slavonic tribes, which still inhabit only the extreme eastern portion of the continent.

With the Slavonians we shall have nothing to do in this enquiry; and with the Greek and Italian races we need only deal very incidentally. But the Celts, whom the English invaders found in possession of all Britain when they began their settlements in the island, form the subject of another volume in this series, and will necessarily call for some small portion of our attention here also; while it is to the Germanic race that the English stock itself actually belongs, so that we must examine somewhat more closely the course of Germanic immigration through Europe, and the nature of the primitive Teutonic civilisation.

The Germanic family of peoples consisted of a race which early split up into two great hordes or stocks, speaking dialects which differed slightly from one another through the action of the various circumstances to which they were each exposed. These two stocks are the High German and the Low German (with which last may be included the Gothic and the Scandinavian). Moving across Europe from east to west, they slowly drove out the Celts from Germany and the central plains, and took possession of the whole district between the Alps, the Rhine, and the Baltic, which formed their limits at the period when they first came into contact with the Roman power. The Goths, living in closest proximity to the empire, fell upon it during the decline and decay of Rome, settled in Italy, Gaul, and Spain, and becoming absorbed in the mass of the native population, disappear altogether from history as a distinguishable nationality. But the High and Low Germans retain to the present day their distinctive language and features; and the latter branch, to which the English people belong, still lives for the most part in the same lands which it has held ever since the date of the early Germanic immigration.

The Low Germans, in the third century after Christ, occupied in the main the belt of flat country between the Baltic and the mouths of the Rhine. Between them and the old High German Swabians lay a race intermediate in tongue and blood, the Franks. The Low Germans were divided, like most other barbaric races, into several fluctuating and ill-marked tribes, whose names are loosely and perhaps interchangeably used by the few authorities which remain to us. We must not expect to find among them the definiteness of modern civilised nations, but rather such a vagueness as that which characterised the loose confederacies of North American Indians or the various shifting peoples of South Africa. But there are three of their tribes which stand fairly well marked off from one another in early history, and which bore, at least, the chief share in the colonisation of Britain. These three tribes are the Jutes, the English, and the Saxons. Closely connected with them, but less strictly bound in the same family tie, were the Frisians.

The Jutes, the northernmost of the three divisions, lived in the marshy forests and along the winding fjords of Jutland, the extreme peninsula of Denmark, which still preserves their name in our own day. The English dwelt just to the south, in the heath-clad neck of the peninsula, which we now call Sleswick. And the Saxons, a much larger tribe, occupied the flat continental shore, from the mouth of the Oder to that of the Rhine. At the period when history lifts the curtain upon the future Germanic colonists of Britain, we thus discover them as the inhabitants of the low-lying lands around the Baltic and the North Sea, and closely connected with other tribes on either side, such as the Frisians and the Danes, who still speak very cognate Low German and Scandinavian languages.

But we have not yet fully grasped the extent of the relationship between the first Teutonic settlers in Britain and their continental brethren. Not only are the true Englishmen of modern England distantly connected with the Franks, who never to our knowledge took part in the colonisation of the island at all; and more closely connected with the Frisians, some of whom probably accompanied the earliest piratical hordes; as well as with the Danes, who settled at a later date in all the northern counties: but they are also most closely connected of all with those members of the colonising tribes who did not themselves bear a share in the settlement, and whose descendants are still living in Denmark and in various parts of Germany. The English proper, it is true, seem to have deserted their old home in Sleswick in a body; so that, according to Bæda, the Christian historian of Northumberland, in his time this oldest England by the shores of the Baltic lay waste and unpeopled, through the completeness of the exodus. But the Jutes appear to have migrated in small numbers, while the larger part of the tribe remained at home in their native marshland; and of the more numerous Saxons, though a great swarm went out to conquer southern Britain, a vast body was still left behind in Germany, where it continued independent and pagan till the time of Karl the Great[4], long after the Teutonic colonists of Britain had grown into peaceable and civilised Christians. It is from the statements of later historians with regard to these continental Saxons that our knowledge of the early English customs and institutions, during the continental period of English history, must be mainly inferred. We gather our picture of the English and Saxons who first came to this country from the picture drawn for us of those among their brethren whom they left behind in the primitive English home.

These three tribes, the Jutes, the English, and the Saxons, had not yet, apparently, advanced far enough in the idea of national unity to possess a separate general name, distinguishing them altogether from the other tribes of the Germanic stock. Most probably they did not regard themselves at this period as a single nation at all, or even as more closely bound to one another than to the surrounding and kindred tribes. They may have united at times for purposes of a special war; but their union was merely analogous to that of two North American peoples, or two modern European nations, pursuing a common policy for awhile. At a later date, in Britain, the three tribes learned to call themselves collectively by the name of that one among them which earliest rose to supremacy—the English; and the whole southern half of the island came to be known by their name as England. Even from the first it seems probable that their language was spoken of as English only, and comparatively little as Saxon. But since it would be inconvenient to use the name of one dominant tribe alone, the English, as equivalent to those of the three, and since it is desirable to have a common title for all the Germanic colonists of Britain, whenever it is necessary to speak of them together, we shall employ the late and, strictly speaking, incorrect form of "Anglo-Saxons" for this purpose. Similarly, in order to distinguish the earliest pure form of the English language from its later modern form, now largely enriched and altered by the addition of Romance or Latin words and the disuse of native ones, we shall always speak of it, where distinction is necessary, as Anglo-Saxon. The term is now too deeply rooted in our language to be again uprooted; and it has, besides, the merit of supplying a want. At the same time, it should be remembered that the expression Anglo-Saxon is purely artificial, and was never used by the people themselves in describing their fellows or their tongue. When they did not speak of themselves as Jutes, English, and Saxons respectively, they spoke of themselves as English alone.


[1] Professor Boyd Dawkins has shown that the Continental Celts were still in their stone age when they invaded Europe; whence we must conclude that the original Aryans were unacquainted with the use of bronze.
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From the notices left us by Bæda in Britain, and by Nithard and others on the continent, of the habits and manners which distinguished those Saxons who remained in the old fatherland, we are able to form some idea of the primitive condition of those other Saxons, English, and Jutes, who afterwards colonized Britain, during the period while they still all lived together in the heather-clad wastes and marshy lowlands of Denmark and Northern Germany. The early heathen poem of Beowulf also gives us a glimpse of their ideas and their mode of thought. The known physical characteristics of the race, the nature of the country which they inhabited, the analogy of other Germanic tribes, and the recent discoveries of pre-historic archæology, all help us to piece out a fairly consistent picture of their appearance, their manner of life, and their rude political institutions.

We must begin by dismissing from our minds all those modern notions which are almost inevitably implied by the use of language directly derived from that of our heathen ancestors, but now mixed up in our conceptions with the most advanced forms of European civilisation. We must not allow such words as "king" and "English" to mislead us into a species of filial blindness to the real nature of our Teutonic forefathers. The little community of wild farmers and warriors who lived among the dim woodlands of Sleswick, beside the swampy margin of the North Sea, has grown into the nucleus of a vast empire, only very partially Germanic in blood, and enriched by all the alien culture of Egypt, Assyria, Greece, and Rome. But as it still preserves the identical tongue of its early barbarous days, we are naturally tempted to read our modern acquired feelings into the simple but familiar terms employed by our continental predecessors. What the early English called a king we should now-a-days call a chief; what they called a meeting of wise men we should now-a-days call a palaver. In fact, we must recollect that we are dealing with a purely barbaric race—not savage, indeed, nor without a certain rude culture of its own, the result of long centuries of previous development; yet essentially military and predatory in its habits, and akin in its material civilisation to many races which we now regard as immeasurably our inferiors. If we wish for a modern equivalent of the primitive Anglo-Saxon level of culture, we may perhaps best find it in the Kurds of the Turkish and Persian
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