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There must be a beginning of any great matter, but the continuing unto the end until it be thoroughly finished yields the true glory
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PREFACE

The passenger described the captain of the ship: ‘he is a very extraordinary person. I never before came across a man whom I could fancy being a Napoleon or Nelson . . . His ascendancy over everybody is quite curious: the extent to which every officer and man feels the slightest praise or rebuke would have been before seeing him incomprehensible.’1

The passenger was Charles Darwin, who was twenty-two years old when the Beagle set sail at the end of 1831; the captain was Robert Fitzroy, then aged twenty-six. Darwin witnessed the Royal Navy at its zenith. Before the Beagle departed he was shown HMS Caledonia, a leviathan 120-gun ship of the line. ‘So large a vessel is an astonishing sight, one wonders by what contrivance everything is governed with such regularity and how amongst such numbers such order prevails. On coming near her the hum is like that of a town heard at some distance in the evening.’2 At another time he remarked of HMS Beagle that below decks, where the men messed and slept, everything was so clean that it put to shame many a gentleman’s house.

Regularity, order, cleanliness – these were the hallmarks of the Royal Navy. Its ships purred like lubricated machines. Its men were trained and drilled to work in teams, the cogs that turned the complex mechanism of a fighting ship. The discipline, efficiency and health of British sailors, the professionalism of their officers and the smooth operation of the ships in which they served propelled the Navy to dominate the world’s seas.

Sixteen years before, another giant of the nineteenth century had boarded a British warship. On 15 July 1815 Napoleon surrendered for the final time to the captain of HMS Bellerophon. ‘What I admire most in your ship,’ he told the captain as the ship’s crew raised the boats, turned the capstan and hoisted the topsail yards, ‘is the extreme silence and orderly conduct of your men; on board a French ship everyone calls and gives orders, and they gabble like so many geese.’3 The same clockwork routine and unquestioning obedience to orders with which British sailors went

about their daily shipboard tasks allowed them to fire their broadsides again and again in the heat of bloody, frenzied battles such as Quiberon Bay, the Saintes, the Nile and Trafalgar, with withering regularity. The success of the Royal Navy consisted in stamping order onto chaos.

Captain Fitzroy was born in July 1805, three months before the Battle of Trafalgar. When he became a midshipman at the age of fourteen and acting commander of HMS Beagle at twenty-three he joined a brotherhood of officers acutely aware that they inherited exacting standards of leadership and seamanship. Fitzroy promised to be among the best of his generation. He embodied what were seen as the virtues of a nineteenth-century naval officer. He was the scion of an aristocratic family; his grandfather, the Duke of Grafton, had been prime minister and his uncle, Lord Castlereagh, was foreign secretary from 1812 until 1822.

Fitzroy might have had impeccable connections, but the Navy demanded more than inherited qualities of nobility. Exceptional as he seemed to Darwin, Fitzroy’s qualities were expected of all captains in the service. Since the seventeenth century the Navy had taken the sons of gentlemen and nobles and introduced them to life at sea from a tender age, sometimes as young as nine, to learn practical seamanship – how to splice, tie knots, haul on ropes, fire guns, for instance – as well as the technicalities of navigation and battle tactics. They were schooled to the sea as surely as a Grimsby fisherman. From 1677 they even had to take examinations to qualify as commissioned officers – a radically meritocratic idea in an age when military leadership was seen as the preserve of the aristocracy. But it created a Navy led by men of status who had spent their lives at sea. Fitzroy was awarded the mathematics prize at the Royal Naval College and scored an unprecedented 100 per cent at his examination to qualify as a lieutenant. He was considered one of the best seamen of his day.

But his courage and leadership would not be tried by battle. Instead they were tested by the elements. Robert Fitzroy took command of the brig Beagle in 1828 when her captain committed suicide off the unforgiving coast of Tierra del Fuego, the southernmost tip of South America. Beagle was one of two vessels conducting hydrographical surveys in South America. The expedition’s leader, Captain Philip Parker King, in HMS Adventure, had already distinguished himself exploring and surveying the coast of Australia. Tierra del Fuego was a tough proposition. The purpose of such hydrographical surveys was to gather navigational information that would be used to produce detailed nautical charts for the Admiralty. King and Fitzroy led their surveying teams in subzero conditions and stormy seas.


These expeditions pushed the endurance and seamanship of officers and men to the limits. Officers on the frontline of exploration such as Fitzroy were driven by passion for science. It was something shared by officials at the Admiralty as well. In 1831 the Hydrographer of the Navy, Captain Francis Beaufort, suggested that Charles Darwin accompany Fitzroy on the second voyage of the Beagle. Darwin was to make geological observations in the lands the expedition encountered as it circumnavigated the globe. Fitzroy’s task was to use astronomical observations made across the Pacific and Indian Oceans to establish the meridian distance between set points on the same longitude.

The aim was to add vital information to the store of knowledge being gathered by the Admiralty. After 1815 many of the hundreds of smaller vessels called into service to defend Britain from Napoleon were converted into survey ships to map the seas of the world, to make them safe for commerce. Between 1815 and 1817 the fighting officer Captain William Fitzwilliam Owen surveyed the Great Lakes and upper St Lawrence River. Captain King charted the coast of Australia and gathered information on topography, flora, fauna, climate and the native population. Between 1821 and 1826 Captain Owen surveyed 20,000 miles of the African coast. It was one of the most arduous surveying expeditions of all times. Owen lost half his crew and thirty-one out of forty-four officers to malaria and yellow fever. He returned home with three hundred charts for the Admiralty; they were invaluable in the Navy’s war against slavery, a crusade that had spurred Owen on during his years of pain. By 1850 the entire coastline bounding the Indian Ocean had been charted, completing the work begun by Captain Owen.

Voyages of discovery under the naval officers John Franklin, Edward Parry and John Ross endured wretched Arctic winters charting the seas and searching for the North-West Passage. Between 1839 and 1843 John Clark Ross charted the coastline of Antarctica. In happier climes Navy hydrographers surveyed the coasts and archipelagos of the Mediterranean. Captain Thomas Graves spent ten years in the eastern Mediterranean, mapping the area and revealing important archaeological discoveries to the world.

All expeditions brought back information and sketches on the geology, botany, fauna and archaeology of the places they surveyed. It was not just what was visible on the surface or in shallow coastal water. In 1857–58 HMS Agamemnon and USS Niagara conducted the heroic first attempt to lay a telegraph cable almost 2,000 miles across the Atlantic. When the cable snapped – as it often did during the first attempts – it had to be grappled at depths of 3,200 metres. The venture was the beginning of a

revolution in global communications; the side-effect was the revelation of a new world miles below the waves. In 1868 the Navy dispatched the first oceanographic expedition. But it was between 1872 and 1876 that the first great breakthrough in oceanography took place when HMS Challenger undertook a 70,000-mile, three-and-a-half-year voyage. Challenger surveyed the seabed of the world’s oceans, making numerous deep-sea soundings, temperature observations, trawls and dredges. About 4,700 new marine species were discovered. The Challenger Office in Edinburgh published scientific reports that filled fifty volumes.

But no naval expedition was as important to the history of science as that of the Beagle. Darwin and Fitzroy’s voyage took five years. The result of Darwin’s observations was the basis for his theory of evolution. The time at sea was a trial for Darwin, who hated life on the ocean waves in the confines of a small ship. Compared with the Arctic ventures of Franklin and Parry it was not particularly gruelling; Darwin’s discomfort is a reminder of how trying these surveying voyages were at the best of times. The Navy did not get much of a chance to fight between 1815 and 1914. The officers and men who did the most to uphold the service’s traditions of courage and seafaring excellence were the surveyors. They added scientific research to that tradition. The resilience and qualities of leadership ingrained in the officers of the Royal Navy reached their apogee with the expeditions of Robert Falcon Scott.

The nineteenth-century scientific voyages show the Royal Navy at the peak of its capabilities. They are also emblematic of Britain at the summit of its power. There are many expressions of power and many uses for it, but the map is one of its most potent symbols. Maps imply ownership. Sea charts were needed for strategic and tactical ends. The greatest surveyor of them all, Captain James Cook, began his career as a hydrographer in the Gulf of St Lawrence in 1758, during the fight with France for the control of Canada. William Owen learnt the arts of surveying off the coast of Brest during the wars against Napoleon. This was the most important area of coast in the world for the Royal Navy. It was here that British warships patrolled incessantly, bottling up the French navy in its Atlantic ports. The Biscayan coast, with its lurking rocks, strong tides and hidden shoals, is highly dangerous. It had been the nursery of British sailors since the Middle Ages. It was also the key to British global power. By knowing intimately every one of its barely concealed, incisor-like rocks and its maze of channels, the Navy could lock up the French fleet in a tight blockade and enjoy the freedom to range the world with impunity.

After the conclusion of the Napoleonic wars the hydrographers were

not just a symbol of power; they were its instrument. The surveyors and their crews were trained fighting men and their vessels were often gunboats. They policed the edge of empire as they went about their work. They fought slavers and chased pirates; British traders and diplomats called upon their help to tilt the scales in their favour during local disputes; and they imposed treaties on local rulers. Knowledge is power. By revealing the mysteries of the world the Navy opened up blanks on the map to traders. Surveys of Africa and South America were followed by expeditions sent to China, Japan, Malaya, Indonesia and Borneo. These were areas that were being forced to trade with the West in the middle part of the nineteenth century. In 1841, for instance, hydrographic surveyors brought a naval expeditionary force 170 miles up the Yangtze. The Navy’s surveying teams made Asian waters safe for trade in two ways – by making charts and by turning their guns on pirates and unhelpful local officials. Hydrographers were harbingers of traders, consuls and colonists.

The resulting charts were the Navy’s gift to the world: they were not kept top-secret, but made available so that the seas could be safely navigated by traders and warships of any country. The Admiralty also issued invaluable sailing instructions, lists of lighthouses and tide tables.

Mapping the world was a luxury that could only be enjoyed by a nation that was supremely confident of its own security, at home and abroad. The Royal Navy was, after Trafalgar, an unassailable world force. Ships and men that might otherwise have been needed to defend the realm or defeat an enemy were dispatched to distant oceans or to the frozen wastes of the poles. The Navy existed to defend trade. It had done it in battle; now it was doing it by science.

The Navy was able to send its surveyors to every nook and corner of the globe for the same reason that it was able to establish colonies and extend its trade with the force of the gunboat. This global clout was possible only because Britain had suppressed the myriad seaborne threats that had assailed her for millennia.

This book is the story of that epic struggle to overcome the dangers that emerged from the deep. It is about the unique authority Britain wielded over the seas and the equally epic story of the loss of that power in the twentieth century. Throughout the book I concentrate on two themes developed in this preface. The first is the accumulation of centuries of training, fighting and tradition by which the Royal Navy became a honed, war-winning machine. The second is the series of hurdles Britain overcame to become the predominant global maritime power. For most of their existence the kingdoms on the British Isles were the victims of

the sea. The rise to greatness at sea was never automatic for those states that eventually became Great Britain. England was, for long periods of its history, economically weak and a third-rate maritime power. It was only by a tremendous effort of political will that England, and then Britain, developed a Navy that was feared around the world. That is why I reach back further into the past than most naval historians who have attempted a history of the Royal Navy. It is impossible to appreciate fully the Navy of Nelson, for instance, or indeed the state in which we find ourselves today, without understanding the prehistory of the Royal Navy.

Few other countries had fallen so deeply in love with a branch of the armed forces as the British did with the Royal Navy. It is an effort for us now to appreciate the extent to which the Navy was at the heart of national political, economic and cultural life. It was in large part the firmly implanted conviction that Britain’s destiny was to rule the waves – a tradition that went back into the mists of time – that made that prophecy self-fulfilling. The British sense of national identity was in large part forged at sea. British history is inexplicable without reference to this fact.

We forget that at our peril. We have lived without the sense of the sea’s danger since 1945. Even our identity as islanders dissipated in the age of air travel and the Channel Tunnel. But the sea has a way of intruding, in one way or another, on our nation’s life.
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INTRODUCTION

The boat that bore him was no more than a skiff, and it had but eight rowers. The passenger, who took it upon himself to steer the vessel, was neither old nor young at twenty-nine years old. It was no doubt an even-keeled, straightforward pleasure cruise up and down the river Dee that summer’s day in AD 973.

Edgar, the passenger and helmsman, could look with satisfaction on his crew who worked the oars. One was Kenneth, king of Alba. Another Magnus Haroldson, king of Man and the Isles. Also set to work on the oars were King Malcolm of Cumbria, King Donald of Strathclyde and King Iago ab Idwal Foel of Gwynedd. Indeed, all eight were rulers of, or heirs to, British kingdoms. They had obeyed Edgar’s summons to Chester; they had given him their pledge to ‘be his allies on sea and on land’; and they had made public their subordination by rowing their overlord, the king of England. As Edgar disembarked to make his way to his palace he observed to the courtiers following him that ‘each of his successors would be able to boast that he was king of the English, and would enjoy the pomp of such honour with so many kings at his command’.

It was his fleet, and its ability to project power as far as the Hebrides and defend the realms of Britain, that gave Edgar the right to demand homage from his brother rulers. Ships were the key to power. Edgar was known as ‘the Peaceful’, but it was peace that came from continual watchfulness over the lawless seas. As the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle had it: ‘nor was there fleet so proud nor host so strong that it got itself prey in England’.1 Every year, to reinforce this boast, Edgar divided his fleet into four, stationed off each coast, so that it encircled Britain.

Half a millennium later another young English king put himself in command of a ship. Henry VIII was inordinately fond of visiting his warships and he was fonder still of showing off their size, state-of-the-art technology and gunnery to foreign dignitaries (who could be expected to report back to their rulers the awe-inspiring sight of England’s defences).

In June 1514 Henry commissioned his pride and joy, the monstrous Henry Grace à Dieu, in the company of ambassadors from countries that might think of allying with or invading England. It was decked out like a flashy pleasure barge. The sails were of cloth of gold; at the tip of the bowsprit was a golden pinnacle topped with an orb and crown; enormous pendants, as long as fifty-six yards, flowed from the masts along with at least a hundred smaller flags bearing crosses of St George and Tudor roses; and everywhere were richly painted decorations.

Ships, the performance screamed aloud, were no mere workaday wooden hulks or (as they had been through much of the Middle Ages) unfashionable, unaristocratic and beneath the dignity of real warriors. Henry wanted all Europe to know that the English monarchy and sea power were synonymous. The ships of war were royal and the king was father of the navy, giving law to other nations and projecting power throughout Europe. To reinforce this point, and to remind the world that the Henry Grace à Dieu was no royal yacht, the visitors were honoured with a salute comprising every gun on board as they disembarked.

A year later Henry went further when he launched a new warship in front of the ambassadors. ‘Henry acted as pilot,’ wrote the French ambassador, ‘and wore a sailor’s coat and trousers made of cloth of gold, and a gold chain with the inscription Dieu et mon Droit, to which was suspended a whistle, which he blew nearly as loud as a trumpet.’2

The ship of state, the monarch as the pilot who weathered the storm: these were ancient metaphors even in Edgar’s day. And so too was the self-proclaimed duty of an English king to safeguard the seas. But behind every performance lies reality. The northern seas of Europe were brutish, lawless waters. They would remain so for centuries. The struggle to keep the seas would plague every monarch. Maintaining a fleet of warships, bringing enemies to battle on the seas, even defending the coastline and estuaries – these were beyond the capabilities of the medieval and early modern state. The Royal Navy has had many fathers foisted upon it – Alfred the Great, Richard I, John, Henry VII or Henry VIII, according to taste. All have plausible claims on paternity, to be sure, but what can be lost in the search for a definitive origin of the Navy is the fact that sea power and kingship are intertwined in the history of the British Isles.

So when Anglo-Saxon chroniclers or the ceremonies of Henry VIII boast of fleets guarding the coast and monarchs giving law to the seas we should be aware that these were expressions of how things should be rather than what they were. The legend of Edgar, his immense fleet and his claim to sovereignty over the British seas reverberated down the

centuries, transfixing kings and patriots. English kings, it was believed, had a moral right to the seas and a military obligation to secure that right. Charles I venerated Edgar; Cromwell flaunted Edgar’s example in the face of the Dutch; James II had a short-lived son named Edgar. This legend was powerful. Kingship, in England, was bound up with control of the sea. More often than not it was a taunt to Edgar’s successors, an impossible dream.

For Britain was not secure behind a defensive moat, but highly vulnerable to invasion from the sea. She stood a tempting prospect to anyone with a warship or a fleet. The sea was a thing of danger, not of security.

The harsh world of the North Atlantic was hard to subdue; but in time the British would come to specialise in the piratical conflict associated with this region, and even to export its peculiar form of violence to the rest of the world.









PART 1: INVASION ISLAND
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CHAPTER 1

ENGLAND
793–878

Near where I was brought up, at Cookham lock, willow-strewn Sashes Island breaks up the course of the Thames. All is peace and tranquillity, especially on a summer’s day as pleasure boats meander towards the lock. But at the beginning of the tenth century Alfred the Great chose it as a fortification against the Vikings. The inhabitants of this pretty, fertile part of the interior of England found themselves on the frontline against seaborne attack. Then as now the sea seemed far away. But its menace loomed closer as the fortifications went up on the small island.

When we look at a map of Britain today we see a land slashed with ribbons of roads, some marked in thick blue, some in green and fainter traces of red. They seemingly divide the country into road-bound regions; they determine how we see Britain on our travels. For early mapmakers, however, it is the rivers that were accentuated; modern maps barely show them. In Matthew Paris’s famous map from the thirteenth century, for example, big blue tentacles reach into the heart of Britain, so that the mainland looks less like an island than an archipelago. These blue cables don’t look like rivers but inlets from the seas.

In the ninth and tenth centuries this sense of Britain as a land of rivers must have been acute, even without the aid of maps. For settled people like the Anglo-Saxons rivers were boundary markers, often disputed, between kingdoms. They could be a thing of safety in troubled times and a conduit of trade and commerce. For the Anglo-Saxons, long established in England, the interior of their island was a peaceful and prosperous place far removed from the wild and dangerous seas.

But with predatory, land-hungry, migratory warriors on the prowl in northern waters the rivers of Britain ceased to be highways of trade and became highways of violence. Living inland was then a false security. Shallow-draught Viking longships were highly developed: under sail they were strong enough to withstand open seas; under oar they could navigate far inland. And if a river ran out the light vessel could be carried to

the next stretch of water. An estuary, howsoever small, was sufficient to bring a war boat within the network of British rivers.

The shock of attack came on the coast, at the monastery on Lindisfarne, an island off the coast of Northumbria, in AD 793. ‘It is nearly 350 years that we and our forefathers have inhabited this most lovely land,’ wrote Alcuin in the aftermath of the raid, ‘and never before has such a terror appeared in Britain as we have now suffered from a pagan race, nor was it thought possible that such an inroad from the sea could be made.’1 Attacks had occurred in southern Britain; a surprise attack on an island in the North Sea had been thought impossible. But if the sea had once defended ‘this most lovely land’ it was henceforth a channel of invasion. For the Vikings had the ultimate adaptable weapon: ships strong enough to withstand rough waters and light enough to penetrate deep into the interior. They could appear without warning. They came as isolated bands of roving warriors, not tied to anywhere in particular and prepared to cover large distances for a hefty reward or land. In time they would swarm together in co-ordinated fleets.

The tactics of the Vikings made defence very hard. Their priority, strange as it seems, was to avoid fighting. Once they had manoeuvred their ships into the right location they would fortify a strategic site from where they could conduct raids and withstand sieges from local forces. From this position of strength they could menace the countryside and demand payment to leave.

Early Viking raiders targeted the rich areas of northern Europe: Frisia and the coast of modern-day Germany. But the glittering prize was Charlemagne’s Frankish empire. The key to naval defence, as Charlemagne perceived, was not to engage Vikings in warfare at sea. That would have been impractical on a large coastline: the enemy was large, flexible and mobile enough to simply bypass any defending forces and raid elsewhere. The art of defeating such a foe was to guard their exit. Coastal forts were erected, watches kept and bridges built to defend rivers. Estuaries and rivers from Germany and Flanders to northern France were defended by specially constructed ships. Smash-and-grab raiders need an escape route, and by bottling up estuaries and river mouths with boats and bridges the Franks made pillaging too hard.

This defensive system was maintained by Charlemagne’s heir, Louis the Pious, but when that king died in 840 Francia fell into disarray as his son Charles the Bald and his brothers squabbled over the inheritance of an empire. The Viking raiders took full advantage as the defences crumbled into neglect. In 841 they rowed up the Seine, attacked the abbey at

Jumièges and sacked Rouen. In 845 an attack on Paris was headed off by payment of 7,000 lb of silver. In the following years Vikings were active on the Seine, Rhône and Loire, looting and destroying settlements and monasteries. The rivers of Francia were happy hunting grounds for many years; they went as far as the Camargue and raided along the Rhine. It was only when Charles the Bald got a grip over his fractious kingdom and began to revive his grandfather Charlemagne’s defensive network that the Vikings looked for a softer target.

Viking raiders had harried the English coast sporadically during the years when Francia was the favoured target. The long south coast of the kingdoms of Wessex and Kent bore the brunt, and on several occasions royal ships went out to take on the Vikings at sea. In 851 Æthelstan, son of Egbert king of Wessex and himself king of Kent and Surrey, encountered Viking ships off Sandwich ‘and slew a great host . . . and captured nine ships and put the others to flight’.2

It was great for propaganda and great for Wessex: the Kentish nobility looked to the only real Anglo-Saxon naval power for protection against the threat to their coast. But such a victory was actually a trap. Æthelstan’s ships had no doubt fought off a force of Viking ships, but it could have been no more than a small raiding party.

Gathered together, a Viking fleet was huge. In 850 a sizeable group wintered on the Isle of Thanet and in 854 on the Isle of Sheppey. The 865 winter encampment on Thanet was no passing annoyance however. Now the Viking collective numbered between 300 and 400 longships. When winter gave way, the Great Heathen Army entered East Anglia. This was a co-ordinated attack, aiming at the conquest and colonisation of England. Northumbria fell first in 866, East Anglia in 870. From here fresh forces from Scandinavia really could strike at the heart of England. The Trent took them to Nottingham, which was occupied in 868, and further into Mercian territory. The Great Ouse, the Nene, the Avon, the Derwent and other waterways invited them to fresh fields of conflict and conquest. The centre of their activity was the market at York, from where their raiding parties ravaged England in co-ordinated armies.

One by one the kingdoms north of the Thames fell under Scandinavian control – under the so-called Danelaw.

That is why the Wessex boast of naval supremacy on the south coast was a delusion. This would not be a war at sea. The real threat came from the north and from Viking ships on the Thames. The great emporium of London lay in Mercia. And so the Vikings had free access to the principal English river and the heartlands of the last free English kingdom, Wessex.

In 870 the Vikings were on the upper Thames and had set up camp at Reading. There followed a series of battles early in 871 in the area between Berkshire and Dorset. Neither side prevailed. At the last battle, however, King Æthelred was slain. His younger brother Alfred came to the throne of beleaguered Wessex. Another defeat followed and Alfred brought the war to an end, probably by paying off the Vikings, who departed to London.

Five years later the Vikings, led by Guthrum, king of the Danelaw, were back. Guthrum attacked Wessex from Poole harbour, joining another Viking raiding party at work on the Frome and Piddle rivers. They besieged Wareham, which stands between those two waterways. They failed to take it and Alfred was able to negotiate a truce. It was a dangerous deal, however. The Vikings broke their oaths, killed their hostages and took Exeter, where they awaited a fresh invasion fleet. This time the sea came to Alfred’s defence. A storm scattered the relieving Viking ships, leaving the Danes in Exeter no choice but to strike a deal and retreat to Mercia.

They were soon back. At the feast of the Epiphany in 878 Guthrum launched a lightning strike on Alfred and his retinue at Chippenham. Most of the West Saxons were killed, but Alfred fled with a small band. They found refuge on Athelney, an island hidden away in the swampy fens on the Somerset Levels. The Vikings’ subjugation of Anglo-Saxon England was almost complete. Only Alfred and his small group of followers hidden away in the marshes offered any real resistance.








CHAPTER 2

SEA ROVERS
878–901

. . . hither came

The Angles and the Saxons from the east

Over the broad sea sought the land of Britain,

Proud warmakers, victorious warriors,

Conquered the Welsh, and so attained this land.

From The Battle of Brunanburh (AD 937)

One of the iconic artefacts of British history is the masked ceremonial helmet found at Sutton Hoo near Ipswich. When the mound was excavated in 1939 it yielded invaluable archaeological information. The earth covered an enormous longship, some ninety feet in length with a high prow and room for forty oarsmen. No timbers remained of this kingly vessel; but its decomposition created a photographic image. The sand was stained where the hull was interred, leaving a remarkable, ghostly impression of the outline and details of the vessel.

The helmet was found in a specially constructed wooden chamber inside the ship with the trappings of a great ruler: coins minted all over Europe, silver and gold jewellery from east Europe and the eastern Mediterranean, Celtic bowls, Germanic drinking horns, richly decorated weapons and much more beside. No body was found, but soil analysis suggested that one may have been buried inside the longship.

The Sutton Hoo ship had not been constructed specially for burial; all the signs were that it was of excellent quality and had been repaired during an active service life. The find made real the famous description of a ship burial in Beowulf in which a deceased king is placed amidships of his princely vessel, with his treasure and weapons piled over him, and sent out into the eternal waters. The Sutton Hoo longship was not pushed out into the tide as in Beowulf; it was dragged up onto the ridge overlooking the tideway of the river Debden. But the symbolic gesture is the same: this ship will carry the mighty king and his treasure into the afterlife.


The man for whom all this was done is believed to have been Rædwald, king of the East Angles in the early seventh century AD and Bretwalda, overlord, of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. His ships allowed him to project his power out of modern-day Suffolk and Essex throughout most of England; they made him feared and respected.

The Sutton Hoo ship burial bespeaks a people with a keen sense of maritime power. Two centuries before Rædwald’s funeral the Germanic tribes, known to us as the Anglo-Saxons, had, like the Vikings of the ninth century, invaded Britain from the sea and conquered the land by taking their longboats up the same rivers.

The northern waters of Europe had always been a home to pirates and raiders emanating from Germany and Scandinavia. The Romans had been plagued by seafaring Germanic tribes who came out of the Rhine delta and the fens and wetlands of the North Sea coast. In AD 82 a cohort of the Roman army stationed in Britain made up of the Usipi tribe mutinied. The Usipi were accomplished seamen. The mutineers stole three large Roman ships and conducted the earliest known circumnavigation of Britain on a pillaging raid that ended when they were shipwrecked in Jutland.

Germanic piracy increased in the third century AD when the Romans pulled back from the Rhine and their power began to collapse in northern Europe. This coincided with rising waters on the North Sea coast which devastated the agriculture of the tribes who lived there. This is when we first hear of the Angles, Saxons and Jutes as pirates. Pliny had identified the Saxons as living between the Elbe and Jutland. The Angles came from modern-day Schleswig and the Jutes from Jutland. As the sea levels rose and Roman power ebbed they became land-hungry raiders. By the middle of the fourth century Germanic raids were frequent, and they had begun to push out the Britons and settle their land; a century on, England was under Anglo-Saxon control.

The Anglo-Saxons had entered Britain as sporadic raiders. They had harried the coast, then pushed up river and conducted surprise attacks. Then they had begun to settle and colonise. And then they had established political control. What the Vikings were doing five hundred years later was in a pattern long established in northern waters. The memory of men leaving their homes and setting out on a boat to find new lands was preserved in the poem The Husband’s Message, which is a summons from a warrior to his wife for her to follow him over the sea and join him in his newly conquered estate:




. . . my lord

Compelled by need pushed out his boat and left

And had to cross the rolling waves alone,

Sail on the sea, and, anxious to depart,

Stir up the water ways. Now has this man

Conquered his woes; he lacks not what he wants,

Horses or treasure in this world,

O, prince’s daughter, if he may have you.



By Rædwald’s heyday, in the seventh century, the Anglo-Saxons had carved out kingdoms in England; they were prosperous and cultured communities, with a powerful aristocracy, trading links with Europe and a growing Christian presence. The finds at Sutton Hoo are testament to that flourishing culture.

This lavish ceremony was perhaps a last hurrah of Anglo-Saxon maritime dominance. Now war at sea became a part of folk memory. By Alfred’s day, over 200 years since the death of Rædwald, the once mighty sea warriors were impotent against the Vikings. During centuries of peace the inhabitants of England had let their maritime traditions and prowess fade away.

And for good reason. The Anglo-Saxons felt secure in their rich and pleasant land. They had done the hard work. Once established, the ships could rot; with conquest once achieved, they were redundant. If there was any doubt that a life as a settled agriculturalist was far and away preferable to that of a migratory warrior the poem The Seafarer (dating from at least the tenth century) was a reminder of the terrible rigours of the sea:

. . . He knows not,

Who lives most easily on land, how I

Have spent my winter on the ice-cold sea,

Wretched and anxious, in the paths of exile,

Lacking dear friends, hung round by icicles,

While hail flew past in showers. There heard I nothing

But the resounding sea, the ice-cold waves.



The sea was something to be escaped; that was what made joining a longboat and crossing the waters to fight worthwhile in the first place. There were many Danes in England in Alfred’s day who had exchanged the ship for the plough – and many more who wanted to do likewise. The portion of the Great Heathen Army that conquered Northumbria, for

instance, ‘were engaged in ploughing and making a living for themselves’ at the time when Guthrum was turning his eyes to Wessex. Other Vikings favoured Britain because it stood within the maritime trade network that linked markets stretching from Dublin to York, Thetford and Lincoln to the Rhine, Scandinavia, Novgorod and Kiev. They were active in trade that connected the Atlantic world to the Muslim Mediterranean and the Black Sea.

Britain stood as a temptation for migratory warriors from tribes in Scandinavia and Germany. She was not defended by the seas, but a plum target for those who could master their waters. From Scandinavia the Norwegian Vikings targeted Shetland, Scotland, the Hebrides, Man, Ireland and, eventually, the north-west coast of England, while the Danes had easy access to the Narrow Seas and the Channel. The Anglo-Saxon period seemed to be a lull in a history of invasion and colonisation – a history of which they of course were part. No one who settled, it appeared, could be safe for long before more land-hungry tribes arose in the east, took to the sea, and another wave of seaborne invasion crashed over the isles.

That was the situation that faced Alfred on Athelney Island. He was acutely aware of his maritime heritage. But he also knew the dangers that came from the sea in his own time.

The first step in defending England from the sea was an inside-out strategy. From Athelney Island and the marshes of Somerset, Alfred summoned an army from his scattered people. Guthrum and his Vikings were defeated at the Battle of Ethandun in Wiltshire and starved to surrender at Chippenham. Guthrum converted to Christianity and became Alfred’s godson. The boundary between Wessex and Guthrum’s East Mercia was pushed back to the river Lea and Watling Street west of Bedford. Alfred gained London and western Mercia. Underemployed Vikings mustered an enormous fleet on the Thames at Fulham and headed to fresh fields of violence in Flanders. It was a stunning reversal of fortune. Alfred was without doubt the leader of Anglo-Saxon resistance to the Vikings not just in his own kingdoms but in England as a whole.

‘Defence in depth’1 is the term used to describe Alfred’s strategy in the following years. The Viking threat had faded but not vanished. Alfred borrowed from the tactics of Charlemagne and the Vikings themselves. Garrison towns, known as burhs, were set up throughout Wessex and English Mercia as a way of countering the Vikings’ own tactic of throwing up fortifications and terrorising a region. Rivers were defended by bridges and twin burhs on each bank or an island. On the all-important Thames these were at London, Sashes Island, Wallingford, Oxford and

Cricklade. The old Roman roads and other highways were guarded. Ports were given better defences and watch was kept on the coast to prevent the Vikings beaching their longboats. These strongholds were to be linked by a mobile field army, which could march or ride to relieve the burhs when the Vikings appeared.

Areas of England under Alfred’s control would therefore be harder to plunder. The rivers lost their attraction as highways of invasion. Mobility, which the Vikings relied upon, was impeded by the defence-in-depth strategy. And, strange as it may sound, these land- and river-based military reforms had profound implications for the development of England’s navy.

To fight the Vikings at sea was a perilous venture. One of the reasons the Anglo-Saxons abandoned their warships was that they could not be adapted to the needs of a settled agricultural people. Ship-based warfare in the Dark Ages was biased sharply in the favour of attackers, not defenders. Ship-to-ship combat was possible only in calm waters and if both sides desired it. The Greeks, Romans and other peoples of the Mediterranean developed high-sided, oar-driven ships that could be brought alongside enemy vessels. Fighting at sea was like fighting on land. An opponent had to be grappled and boarded and overwhelmed by swords and spears and other conventional weapons. Fighting ships, then, were platforms for combat. It differed from fighting on land only by the confined space, a timbered floor and a higher risk of drowning.

In the Atlantic region, however, the seas were too rough for this kind of action. Longboats were troop carriers that propelled warriors to their targets. They relied on surprise, speed and secrecy. Fighting was done on dry land, the ships left hidden or under guard. Using naval means to contain this threat was impossible. Viking raiding parties were flexible in their objectives. Their attacks came without warning, out of a vast and dangerous sea that no king could patrol. A defensive navy was, in these conditions and with these kinds of ships, an impossibility.

The only way to neutralise this way of war was to deprive the Vikings of mobility, surprise and terror – which was exactly what Alfred did with his reforms. A Viking force, on land or on sea, could not be headed off, but it could be brought to pitched battle or forced to abandon its plunder – two things the Vikings hated. By garrisoning somewhere like Sashes, deep in the interior, Alfred was undermining the premise of Viking warcraft, conceding them maritime supremacy but denying its advantages.

In 885 the success of the policy was demonstrated when a Viking raiding party entered Kent and besieged Rochester. Alfred led his standing

field army to battle. Instead of fighting, the Vikings returned to their boats and made sail.

Alfred did have naval ambitions. After the defeat of Guthrum the situation in Anglo-Saxon England in the 880s was comparable to what it had been in the years before the Great Heathen Army entered East Anglia. There were plenty of raids, but no organised Viking army. In 881 Alfred fought a sea battle against four Viking ships and destroyed two of them. In 885 he took his ships to the river Stour in Essex, on the boundary of the Danelaw, where he encountered a band of some sixteen Viking longboats. Alfred beat the Danes, recovered their spoil and killed the crews. But as he was leaving the river estuary his ships were intercepted by a large fleet of Vikings and defeated.

This shows Alfred’s activity as Bretwalda of Anglo-Saxon England. He was on the move, defending different parts of England against raiders, showing his intent to eliminate the Viking threat. This was, as we have seen, within the traditions of Wessex kings, who possessed royal ships and were eager to use them. But his range of activity was limited. In the right situation – during a surprise attack on a river or against a tiny group of Vikings – he could fight on equal terms; faced with a larger fleet in wider waters he was hopelessly outmatched.

Resistance was all very well against small raiding parties who were not bent on invasion. In 892–93 a massive force of Vikings converged on Wessex and Mercia. The larger group, which came on 250 ships, based themselves at Appledore in Kent; the others, under the legendary Hastein, with eighty ships, fortified Milton, near Sittingbourne on the Thames Estuary. Hastein had been on campaign since the 860s, mainly in Flanders and Francia; he had terrorised the Mediterranean in his younger days. In the early 890s he had suffered a series of reverses in Francia. It was an ominous sign that in 892–93 he was, like his fellow Vikings, accompanied by his wife and children.

This was no raid, but a full-scale migratory conquest.

Once again the vulnerability of England had been exposed. A force landing by sea in Kent would be protected by the Weald, an enormous forest that cut off the south-easterly tip of England from a defending army. Faced with hundreds of ships that could pounce anywhere along the coast, Alfred was forced to negotiate. The Anglo-Saxon sources are reticent about this, but it is clear that Alfred tried to deal with Hastein, standing godfather to one of his sons and paying geld. But it was a forlorn strategy.

The Vikings based at Appledore raided southern England, but were

eventually defeated by Alfred’s son Edward at Farnham in Surrey. They were forced to cross the Thames and then onto the river Colne. They were besieged at Thorney Island near the modern-day intersection of the M4 and M25. The rest of the Appledore contingent took their ships to the Essex coast. From the safety of the Danelaw the Vikings began a huge and concerted attack on Wessex using the coastline and rivers. There were 470 ships off the coast of Wessex attacking from the east and from Devon. Alfred and his army hardly knew which way to turn.

Alfred went west and it proved futile, as the Vikings could evade him by returning to sea to continue their raids elsewhere. The real action happened in the Thames Estuary and the river Severn. The Londoners marched out and took Hastein’s camp at Benfleet and captured his wife and children. Hastein moved on, set up a burh at Shoebury and was reinforced by Vikings from East Anglia and Northumbria. He proceeded up the Thames, moved on to the Severn and continued up to Buttington near Welshpool. There the Vikings were besieged and defeated as they tried to break out. The survivors fled back to Essex, regrouped, and dashed back across England and took Chester. Alfred’s troops simply destroyed all available food stocks nearby, so the Vikings could not survive the winter and limped back to Shoebury via the Danelaw.

Hastein, it seems, was trying to establish a new Viking kingdom in the west Midlands. The last bid for such a prize was a Viking attack up the river Lea. They established a base near Hertford. Alfred marched to the scene and established a double burh on the lower reaches of the Lea. The Vikings went from attackers to defenders. They abandoned their ships and fled across land, reaching Bridgnorth on the Severn. The once-mighty fleet was reduced to five vessels which left the Severn to raid the Seine.

It was a long, involving victory, expensive in lives and treasure. Persistence played off. The policy of a standing army, fortified towns and bottling up rivers proved a tactical success. It made Alfred’s England a much less attractive place for soldiers of fortune such as Hastein. After the defeat of the Vikings Alfred embarked upon a new strategy to safeguard Wessex and make good his claim to overlordship of Anglo-Saxon England. He began to build new longships. They were ‘swifter and steadier and also higher’2 than the Danes’ longships and were constructed according to Alfred’s own design.

Clearly these ships were intended to fight at sea – their size ruled out riverine conflict. They were probably built in partial imitation of classical Mediterranean ships, high enough to provide a platform for a boarding operation and big enough to intimidate invaders.


Alfred’s ships got their first outing in 896 on an unidentified estuary against six Viking ships which had been attacking the south coast. The Vikings had beached three of their ships to plunder inland, leaving three afloat. These latter ships tried to break out of the river mouth when they saw the English ships. Only one escaped, and that with a crew of just five. The other two ships were taken and their crews slain. The English then beached their ships to pursue the Vikings who were on shore. Three of Alfred’s ships were on the side of the estuary chosen by the Vikings; the other six waited to pounce from the opposite side. As the Vikings tried to board their ships there was a furious battle by the shore. Alfred lost sixty-two men, the Vikings 120. The surviving Vikings managed to put to sea as the tide rose and rowed out of the estuary.

The English in their state-of-the-art ships could only watch, for the shallow-draught Viking ships could get out much faster – Alfred’s were larger and needed the tide to come in a bit more before they could float. It was the sea that finished the Vikings off. Their ships were damaged and their crews decimated; two were forced ashore on the Sussex coast and their men hanged on Alfred’s orders.

Alfred’s fleet was, it seems, intended for just such an action – to trap small groups of raiders in river mouths and estuaries. The first battle was far from a success. English casualties were high for little gain. The ships themselves were damned by their imposing size, allowing the Vikings to use the tide to outmanoeuvre them. As with the Vikings, his ships were intended primarily to bring troops to conflict in the quickest possible time. The main part of the fighting was done on land; the battle on water was against a skeleton crew waiting for their fellows to return with their plunder.

Alfred was once called the father of the navy. It is clear, however, that he stood in a tradition of West Saxon monarchs who had used ships as one of many weapons in their armoury. It was not a navy as we would understand it. In any case, ships as an offensive and defensive instrument of war had a completely different meaning in the Dark Ages. Alfred’s achievements lie elsewhere. For the first time there was an idea of England. And it coalesced around defence against a common enemy. Alfred gave it the means to survive.








CHAPTER 3

THE KEY
901–1066

The key to England is an area of sea off the south-east coast between North Foreland and South Foreland in Kent. For centuries the roadstead known as the Downs would be of vital strategic importance to England and her enemies. It lies near the closest point between the mainland of Britain and continental Europe. To the south and west are the Channel and the northern coast of France; to the east the North Sea and the coasts of Flanders, Jutland and Scandinavia. It is close to the ports of the south coast and to the Thames Estuary.

But what makes the Downs so valuable to seafarers is their safe anchorage during stormy weather. They are protected to the east by the Goodwin Sands, a shifting sandbank ten miles long, and to the north and west by the Kent coast. The Goodwin Sands have lured many ships to destruction, but a good pilot with local knowledge can get a ship into the safety of the roadstead. Vessels coming from London, the North Sea ports and the Baltic waited here for a wind to carry them down the Channel.

The Downs were a place of muster for English fleets coming out of the Thames. They are also the perfect base from which to invade the soft underbelly of England or to gather ships prior to battle. They have been the site of battles and shipwrecks. The Downs make many appearances in this book.

The Downs are a haven ideal for large ships to ride at anchor protected from the sea. In the eleventh century shallow-draught longships would be able to use the part of the Downs called Sandwich Bay. It must have been a welcome sight for seafarers. The shingle Sandwich Beach, the five miles of mud and sand known as the Sandwich Flats and the estuary of the river Stour were perfect for beaching a longship. The ships could also be anchored in the bay, ready for use.

Again and again in the eleventh century chroniclers mentioned Sandwich Bay. It was the most strategically important part of England. Here a defending squadron could keep watch on the North Sea and the Channel,

standing ready to deliver troops to the site of enemy incursion. It was vital for an invading force, which could gather here before striking at the most vulnerable part of the south and east coasts or the Thames. Whoever commanded Sandwich had the possibility of controlling England.

Alfred’s England continued to expand in the decades after his death in 901. When Edward, his son and heir, died, England south of the Humber was under the control of the Wessex dynasty. His grandson, Æthelstan, gained the north of England and had coins minted with the legend rex totius Britanniae, king of all Britain.

The imperial authority commanded by Edward and Æthelstan was backed by a formidable land army and an administrative system that grew in complexity as the territory of the West Saxons increased; it also rested on royal ships. Edward had 100 ships that he used in his conflict with the Northumbrians. By the time of Æthelstan, England had become a major European force. His ships fought as far away as Caithness (against the Norse) and the Flanders coast (in support of Louis IV). He received the gift of a state-of-the-art Viking longship, complete with golden beak, purple sail and gilded shields, from Harald Fairhair of Norway. And it was said that one of the most famous and successful of all the Vikings, Rollo, the conqueror and first duke of Normandy, recruited sailors and had ships repaired in England.

Æthelstan had been born when Alfred faced marauding Viking ships and armies. A few decades on here was a Viking ruler honouring an Anglo-Saxon with a ceremonial ship. The tables were turned. England was a maritime power in the north Atlantic.

Fleets brought prestige. Even if they were never used they intimidated would-be raiders and invaders. They made foreign kings desirous of peace and eager for help. They made England the dominant power in Britain. No Anglo-Saxon king knew this better than Edgar, who made a great show of his naval strength. ‘It was widely known throughout many nations across the gannet’s bath [the sea] that kings honoured . . . [Edgar] far and wide . . .’

The naval strength of England depended on its monarch’s will and ambition to keep it alive. When Edgar died in 975 the country fell into deep divisions. The succession was disputed between his sons Edward and Æthelred. England had been strong, secure and peaceful for a long time. Now it was riven with internal divisions and weak leadership. The Vikings, who had been kept out for decades, scented an opportunity.

Raids began in 980. In 991 the situation became much worse. A Danish fleet of ninety-three ships gathered off Sandwich, attacked Folkestone and

worked its way up the coast to Ipswich. It then turned back south, entered the Blackwater estuary and encountered Ealdorman Byrhtnoth and a small English army at Maldon in Essex. They sent the English a messenger demanding gold in return for protection.

The English refused this opportunity and chose to fight. They lost, and it was decided that England should pay tribute of 10,000 pounds. It did not stop the Viking raids. They continued until 994, when a fleet led by Olaf Tryggvason and Swein Forkbeard attacked London from the sea. This time Æthelred paid 22,000 pounds of gold and silver. He had tried to raise a navy, calling upon ‘all the ships that were of any use’.1 The tribute only put a temporary stop to the raids. After decades of peace the defensive system built up by Alfred and Edward and maintained by their successors had been neglected and allowed to collapse.

This was a different kind of Viking attack to the one Alfred had faced a century before. The raiders were after plunder for a specific purpose. They were not after territory this time. Instead Viking fleets remained on England’s coasts more or less permanently, raiding and
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