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			Dedication

			In memory of Cora Jarman

		

		
			Epitaph

			Stand and take pity beside the sign of Kroisos who had died, whom once in the front ranks rushing Ares destroyed.

			Epitaph for the deceased aristocrat Kroisos at the base of a kouros statue, c.5401

				
					1 Kouros means ‘youth’.

			

		

		
			Introduction

			Stella is crunched up in the front seat. Mine is a small hire car, poorly parked in a pool of evening light. She is well turned out, sunglasses to keep off the glare, dark polished nails and a navy two-piece suit. Neat with her words, she speaks when spoken to, but it is all there, just beneath the surface.

			‘Mum was a person who loved through actions. There was roast beef turned down low, vegetables off and ready, a tray-bake oozing caramel and she’d made an Eve’s pudding. You know, the one with stewed apples.’

			Across the road, a bronze sentinel soldier bends his head, silhouetted against an expanse of Irish sky out west, beyond County Fermanagh. ‘Dad loved the uniforms and music and commemoration. It was common practice to be here on Armistice Day.’ Stella shifts in her seat. ‘He was of his generation, a disciplinarian but a kind man.’ She shares an affectionate account of her father, Wesley Armstrong, a community-minded individual with a smallholding and a devotion to his local Methodist church. Wesley was someone who took pride in the unique military heritage of Enniskillen, probably the only town in the United Kingdom and Ireland which raised two distinct regiments, the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers and the 5th Royal Inniskilling Dragoon Guards, in two World Wars.

			Stella takes off her glasses. It was a while ago now. November 2027 will mark forty years and yet the feelings remain very present. Grief morphs and changes but it rarely fades. ‘I remember a lot of kindness when we grew up. We helped each other. We had cows and hens and everyone mucked in. Then, like now, there were good folk and bad folk.’

			And the story rolls forward again to Armistice Sunday 1987. Wesley and his wife Bertha were huddled from the rain beneath a dilapidated Catholic Church building, savouring the atmosphere inflected with military music. A day to remember the dead and give thanks for the living, before going home to Sunday lunch. ‘I heard it from about a mile away, like a garage door slamming. I didn’t think …’ Stella stops. She didn’t think, and nobody imagined, what came next. On Armistice Sunday, of all days. That lunchtime, Stella did not enjoy roast beef with her parents. The traybake went uneaten. She never again saw her mother and father alive. While commemorating the fallen in Northern Ireland’s Enniskillen, Wesley and Bertha Armstrong were murdered by an IRA bomb. Stella trails off. ‘I really loved my parents. My mum was my best friend.’

			This is a book about commemoration. It focuses on bricks and mortar, bronze casts and stone inscriptions, and the delicate interplay of words, stories and memories. Monuments and statues are inanimate, static entities that depend on their relationship with human beings for relevance and agency. Enniskillen was a community where Protestants had long intermingled with Catholics; both are named in their hundreds on the local war memorial. Regardless, the IRA targeted Armistice Sunday, planting their bomb just yards from the soldier on his plinth. What happened next was a new level of terror: twelve innocents killed as they commemorated the dead.1

			In the days that followed, Enniskillen became a byword for dignity and calm, matched by the town’s silent soldier; an unwavering constant, head still bowed, leaning on his reversed rifle. Then, five years later in 1991, the memorial changed. Stella explains: ‘They added eleven doves on the plinth to represent those who died that day, but they didn’t consult the families.’ Stella won’t get out of the car; she refuses to look at the war memorial or have her photograph taken beside it. Symbols of peace, the doves cleaved to the flanks of this commemorative soldier in a country then still mired in violence. Compounding the grief, the names of 1987’s dead were added to the reams of wartime fallen, with the additional inscription noting the victims had been ‘killed’. For many, including Stella, the modification of a war memorial and the phraseology used gave the 1987 attack a grotesque legitimacy. Her parents and ten other innocent victims were murdered in an act of terror on 8 November 1987. Monuments and words matter.

			In the immediate aftermath of the Enniskillen bombing, the British prime minister, Margaret Thatcher, visited the town. She picked her way up Belmore Street and faced down the memorial, a small black bag perched on her arm, a minimal black veil shading her brow. The images were beamed around the world. Thatcher insisted no stone would be left unturned in the quest to find the killers and bring them to justice. In fact, ‘The Troubles’ in Northern Ireland was not a fight she could ‘win’, but the martial prime minister had already learnt the value of binary language and military prowess.

			Five years earlier, a decisive victory in the Falklands War had been closely followed by a defining moment at the Conservative Party Conference in Brighton. On 12 October 1984, just hours after a fatal IRA bomb attack in Brighton’s Grand Hotel, Margaret Thatcher dusted herself down and delivered a speech to the party faithful. She closed with the words: ‘The government will not weaken. This nation will meet that challenge. Democracy will prevail.’ The oration was straight out of wartime leader Winston Churchill’s playbook.

			It is no coincidence that, during the 1980s, a decade studded with conflict and violence, Britain witnessed a surge in World War II commemoration. Legions of surviving veterans from that war entered the nostalgic twilight of their lives, just as Thatcher’s Britain was searching for a broader military narrative, one that sought to move beyond the imperial abyss and posit good versus evil in the context of British military encounter. The result was a spate of memorialisation which has continued unbated through to the present day. In our cluttered remembrance schedule, it is hard to imagine the 1950s and ’60s, when the masculine heroics of World War II were more likely to be recast in Hollywood japes than through sombre service and stone iterations.

			These days, Philip Jarman is 101. As a teenager he served in the Pacific War, a cypher officer in the 26th Indian Division, Northern Burma, but after 1945 he didn’t want to remember a conflict in which he lost a brother, a sister-in-law and a best friend. Philip insists that ‘on 8 May, people celebrated, and why shouldn’t they? They had borne the brunt of the struggle, including the civilian fortitude of night-bombing.’ Immediately after the war, monument-building fell out of fashion; Philip’s apathy some 80 years on is symptomatic of a cynical population who greeted the question of sculpture with a flat ‘no’. In the words of one soldier: ‘Let us have no more stone crosses or war memorials in the 1918 sense of the word.’ Philip gives the comment context: ‘A lot of Britain had been bombed in the war. We needed houses, not monuments.’

			Then he pauses. ‘In fact, there is one memorial I like. It’s in Cobham where I used to live. After the war, the Women’s Institute said “to hell with conventional monuments” and planted an avenue of cherry trees to honour the fallen. In May the blossom is quite lovely.’ Philip’s cherry tree avenue, subsequently replanted, is one of the 100 memorials in this book. Lest We Forget tells the stories behind monuments to war: the criteria for inclusion prioritise the act of remembering baked into their inception and its resonance in today’s Britain.

			Ninety-nine-year-old Barbara Weatherill was integral to the arrival of the World War II monument that honours female service in London’s Whitehall. She considers it ‘ugly’ and told the sculptor as much. Nor does she approve of the broad female canvass the memorial proports to represent: ‘All we wanted was a monument to our local anti-aircraft girls.’ Barbara quickly discovered that, once unleashed in the public arena, commemoration acquires a life of its own. The monument is indeed ugly (and some of its donors – among them, Jimmy Savile – questionable), but the sculptor, John Mills, had a difficult job. How to create a piece of art that spoke to all the women, from local do-gooders to cutting-edge ‘gunner-girls’, involved in World War II?

			The visibility of certain wartime experiences over others has led to a recent, competitive scramble. Kindertransport children, animals and miners have all queued up at the altar of remembrance for a World War that has taken on fairy-tale dimensions. The last Conservative budget in 2024 opened with a pledge for a £1 million memorial to Muslim service in two World Wars, while a mooted holocaust memorial in central London awaits vital planning permissions. Inevitably, as a more inclusive commemorative script to a global war against fascism takes hold, earlier monuments celebrating imperial Britain have fallen out of favour.

			Standing in Trafalgar Square, the bellybutton of the metropole, two Victorian military men were roundly dismissed in 2000 by the then London Mayor: Ken Livingstone declared he did not ‘have a clue’ who Major-General Sir Henry Havelock and General Sir Charles James Napier were. A couple of military giants from the vanguard of Britain’s Empire caught up in today’s febrile politics and prevalent cancel culture, an equivocal amnesia is the best they can hope for. Neither man made the cut for this book.

			Amid a surfeit of heroes, the immortalisation of a select few in monumental form is a two-sided tale: the leader or conflict remembered intersects with the era and individuals that recast the chosen few. Ninety-eight-year-old Ruth Bourne was a Bombe machine operative at Bletchley Park; recollections of her own war in 1944–45 are jaundiced by the panoply of conflicts that scar the contemporary international landscape. She is sickened by what she sees: ‘I remember when I went to school it was the first time I ever knew about war. There have always been wars. At school, you learn your history through wars, I don’t really know why. It is something within men that they feel they have to have a war.’

			Today, a fêted war veteran herself and a recipient of the Légion d’Honneur, Ruth insists that, ‘apart from Boudica, I never learned about a war run by a woman. It’s always been men, hasn’t it?’

			Certainly Boudica’s vast presence as a warrior queen on Westminster Bridge is anomalous among a plethora of men who litter our streets. The ancient Briton provides a great start point for this book, just as she was the ideal (and ironic) pin-up for Victoria’s imperial Britain. But Ruth is right: Boudica is not representative. Most monuments are to male heroes and fallen male soldiers. When writing Lest We Forget, my publisher insisted the readership would primarily be male. I thought about the legion of military and history men I have interviewed over the last year, the serving Commandos and majors who have broken down in tears, and the screeds of boys’ names engraved in cold stone, and I disagreed. This is a book for both sexes.

			Yes, as Ruth sagely observes, war is still predominantly the preserve of men, but the havoc it wreaks, and the lives it claims, are painful personal blows that transgress gender and detonate family life. Those left to pick up pieces and pray before lifeless art are so often women. As Helen Lewis, the mother of Aaron Lewis, a soldier killed in Afghanistan, eloquently explained: ‘When I listen to the news, I hear people who have died and each one is like a stone in a pond. For every death, there are a thousand ripples.’

			In World War I, 880,000 British service personnel died. The litany of subsequent monuments was just one manifestation of those ripples, a communal acknowledgement of the pain beneath the surface that continues to the present day. Lest we forget: every Israeli hostage has a family, ditto every Palestinian baby, and every soldier felled by a Russian bullet. For lasting remembrance, first the destruction and killing must stop. Enduring monuments require enduring peace.

			Anniversaries are a recurring theme is this book: whether marking time in decades, centuries or (in the case of Victorian England’s favourite, King Alfred) millennia, a significant watershed is the ideal excuse to galvanise wider interest and begin fundraising, both then and now. Heroes and epochs fall in and out of fashion, statues are erected and pulled down, but Britain’s chronological arc remains the same. Although this book occasionally deviates from the narrative path (Reading’s magnificent Maiwand Lion joins more contemporary memorials to yet another war in Afghanistan), most of the monuments tell a sequential story through time. Whether a recurring ancient form – statue, obelisk, empty tomb – or more specific local style, war monuments are silent communicators between a deceased majority and the nation’s future generations. Which nation is yet more contested terrain – national heroes and identities are not formed in a vacuum. Scotland, England, Wales and Ireland slugged it out, often each against the other. Our statuary reflects that oscillating saga back at us, with Scotland’s William Wallace and Wales’s Owain Glyndŵr the medieval zeitgeists in today’s feisty era of resurgent nationalism.

			As the monuments gradually edge this book into the modern era, a beat change occurs. Universal franchise, unprecedented slaughter, and death within living memory all impact the tenor of remembrance: hero-worship morphs into the Glorious Dead. After 1918, mourning families, forbidden from retrieving the bodies of their fallen from abroad, flooded Britain’s commemorative landscape. This book tries to honour their pain and pride and, in a reflection of their predicament, it too is firmly bedded on exclusively British soil. The space and place that a monument occupies are part of its power. To see is to believe.

			I visited every monument selected here, from the memorial-cairn in Kinloch Rannoch, the Highland village where I grew up, to Northern Ireland’s Derry/Londonderry, home to the Bloody Sunday obelisk, a salient reminder that the British Army doesn’t always get things right. The local voices I heard while criss-crossing the United Kingdom are at the heart of Lest We Forget. Kate Nash’s brother Willie was shot in the Bloody Sunday massacre; she welcomed me into her home like a friend. Likewise, the Duke of Kent into Wren House, Kensington Palace; His Royal Highness was six when his father died, the last member of the Royal Family killed on active service.

			A military man through-and-though, the Duke of Kent understands the power of commemoration and royalty’s role as a symbol of state within that power-nexus. On my travels, I vicariously came across the Duke’s name and title as someone who has unveiled umpteen monuments to war. He told me how those that impact him the most have a personal touch. ‘I find them absolutely heartbreaking to look at sometimes.’

			He is right, of course. Back in Enniskillen, Stella won’t acknowledge the town’s main war memorial, adapted to incorporate the murder of her parents and ten others in a way she does not recognise. It was thirty-five years after the IRA’s attack when a separate memorial plaque was finally erected to commemorate those murdered in November 1987. Embedded in a wall, ‘it is exactly where my mother and father were standing,’ Stella explains, ‘commemorating Armistice Day, when the bomb went off. Put a pin in the map and that is where they were.’ In a constituency now run by Sinn Féin, there was resistance and prevarication before the plaque was eventually unveiled in 2022: a simple namecheck in black and gold to those killed by the IRA in 1987, including Stella’s parents, Wesley and Bertha Armstrong. The memorial is a reminder of the truth: that, until the brokering of a fragile peace in 1998, there were decades of violence, slaughter and ugliness in Northern Ireland. Inscribed beneath the plaque, in the wall rebuilt after the bombing, are the words Lest We Forget.

				
					1 In fact, eleven men and women died on 8 November 1987. A twelfth victim, Ronnie Hill, subsequently died having spent thirteen years in a coma.

				

		

		
			PART ONE

			OUTSIDERS

		

		
			CHAPTER 1

			Roman Hangover

			Perhaps inevitably, Britain has no decent statue to the Roman Empire’s conquering hero Claudius, a foreigner of questionable attributes. But today the streets are studded with Roman-style statues, including two of England’s most enduring icons, both defined under the imperial yolk.

			1. Boadicea and Her Daughters statue, Westminster Bridge, London, 1902

			Boudica, Queen of the Iceni, c. 25–61

			Who is Boudica?

			‘Boudica is a fighter.’

			‘Brudicca wasn’t scared of anything.’

			‘Don’t know how Budicca diyed.’

			High on the top deck, armed with sharp pencils, florescent waistcoats and outsized packed lunches, Year 3 are on a day trip. They are off to find Boudica in central London. The Romans are baddies, they whipped Boudica. Eight-year-old Angelo insists, with Cassius Dio authority, that Boudica has red hair and a spear. The source materials for our hero haven’t changed in two millennia. (Much like Angelo, Roman historian Cassius Dio was just going on what he’d heard.) No matter, the Key Stage 2 curriculum loves a straightforward narrative and this ancient rebel is perfect Britannia fodder.

			‘What is resistance, Miss?’

			It’s like defending. Boudica was a defender, pushing against the Roman bullies. Boudica was an icon.

			‘What’s an icon?’

			Someone you look up to. By the time the bus arrives on Westminster Bridge, Boudica is a footballer, more specifically Bellingham, or Saka. Every generation has their pin-ups.

			If Boudica did exist (nowadays some historians query even that, though most believe Tacitus wasn’t a complete fantasist), we can be fairly certain she looked nothing like Queen Victoria, and neither carried a Persian spear, nor drove a Roman chariot. But this is the Boudica these children are about to meet.

			‘Is that Buckingham Palace?’

			‘No, it’s Westminster. Look to your right! Can you see her? Beyond the souvenir stall! Look up!’

			‘Miss! Miss! I can see Boudica!’

			We make our way to a defiant Boudica, her horses roaring towards the Houses of Parliament, her arms unfurled, unapologetic. This is empire personified.

			‘But I thought she was fighting the Romans, Miss.’

			How do you explain to a class of eight-year-olds that the Boudica they are looking at belongs to the later British Empire?

			‘Miss, I thought the British Empire was bad.’

			The children budge up on the steps beneath her statue. One boy won’t sit down.

			‘It’s dirty, Miss.’

			‘Do you think Boudica was afraid of the dirt?’

			He still won’t sit down. Boudica is standing in her chariot. Boudica and the children are trapped: the Thames below them, the tourists around them and, hovering beyond reach, the naked breasts of Boudica’s two daughters. The Key Stage 2 syllabus avoids details of the sisters’ run-in with the Romans.

			[image: 1. Boadicea and Her Daughters statue, Westminster Bridge, London, 1902]

			For adult learners, while failing to honour an agreement made with Boudica’s late husband, the Romans also raped her daughters. Raging Boudica went on to destroy Roman-occupied Colchester, St Albans and London. As I write two millennia later, Hamas is accused of raping women in the 7 October 2023 attacks. Raging Israel is destroying Gaza and Lebanon. And only relatively recently has sexual violence been recognised as a weapon of war.1

			‘She was so angry that she burned down three cities. An ancient, blackened layer of soot remains. It is the only archaeological evidence we have of Boudica.’

			‘She doesn’t look very angry, Miss.’

			The all-seeing children are right. Despite her raised arms, Victorian sculptor Thomas Thornycroft’s statue wears a placid expression; her robes are loose, her hair flowing, her belly swollen. A fecund, youngish Victoria springs to mind. An early twentieth-century marble statue of Boudica and her daughters in Cardiff City Hall focuses exclusively on this maternal persona, but Thornycroft’s Boudica works harder than that: his Iceni rebel is a domestic icon and an imperial warrior. No matter that Boudica rebelled (and lost) against the Roman empire in 60–61 AD. Here in London, she is the personification of victorious Imperial Britain. Stamped into her plinth, the children read Georgian poet William Cowper’s heft of jingoism: ‘Regions Caesar Never Knew/Thy Posterity Shall Sway.’ Imperial Britain’s reach went farther, much farther, than Imperial Rome’s.

			Inspired during the Great Exhibition of 1851 – and sculpted in Thornycroft’s lifetime, but due to financial constraints not finally cast and erected until 1902 – Boudica is the link between ancient Britannia and Victorian power, a power mirrored in the Houses of Parliament she charges towards. The children write down the word ‘power’. We talk about Boudica’s fighting spirit, the black mark she left on early Londinium and how she inspired men and women beyond her Iceni tribe. A packet of Bourbon creams briefly distracts the troops.

			‘Are they vegan, Miss?’ It’s unlikely Boudica was vegan. But there is so little to go on, the field for interpretation remains open.

			Within seven years of Queen Victoria’s death, Boudica’s statue became a staging post for a Suffragette march; rather than underlining British power, by 1908 she was riding on Parliament demanding votes for women. It is a lot for a class of eight-year-olds to take in, and conditions aren’t conducive to learning. Italian Angelo has finished his biscuit. The children are ribbing him for his Roman ancestry. He likes the attention. ‘Hey Miss! I am Caesar, and she is a petrifying woman.’

			‘Good word, Angelo. Write it down!’

			2. Cavalry of the Empire Memorial, Hyde Park, London, 1924

			St George, Roman soldier, d. 303

			He beckons me with a white gauntlet. Thanks to John, I manage to dodge the police cordon and join the players and pensioners involved in London’s St George’s Day Cadet Parade. John is a senior standard bearer, and shows me what he did here, on King Charles Street, the day of the late Queen’s funeral. Up came the wooden pole, out of its little bronze bucket, and down dipped his crested standard, crumpled like a bird.

			John politely enquires after my purpose. I am writing about St George. ‘Off the record, mind,’ he mutters, ‘George doesn’t come from England.’ But subsequent royal links are reassuring. Richard the Lionheart called on his protection against the Infidel; in the thirteenth century, Edward I stormed Wales in the name of St George; and, by the fourteenth century, against the French at the Battle of Crécy, the standard was raised, again to George. Safely back on English soil, the Order of the Garter was dedicated to St George in 1348. By the Tudor period, this Roman soldier was unquestionably England’s patron saint.

			‘Attention!’

			People shuffle into line; those without wreaths are stationed at the back. Around the corner, the dreamy white Cenotaph is stunning and a little sombre on this, a national day invented for St George. Flanked by hundreds of young military cadets, we march down Whitehall. A small crowd gathers beyond the barricade. I wish I had worn something smarter, a long coat perhaps, with a brooch.

			‘It’s quite like Armistice Day, only instead of the monarch laying a wreath, it’s the Royal Society of St George.’ Gordon comes from the society’s Pinner branch. ‘We have a wheelbarrow race tomorrow at 3 p.m. It is unique in the country. We owe St George so much.’

			Over the Tannoy, a reverend rediscovers a non-military George, the Christian martyr and patron saint. ‘We look to our patron for prayer and protection … And we ask St George to pray for us.’ There is a nod to royalty, with a reminder that King Charles has yet to take up where his mother left off, as patron of the Royal Society. Has St George become too tainted, too thuggish for the royal brand?

			On cue, three days later, a clutch of angry men sully 23 April. They crowd into Whitehall, craning unsuccessfully towards the Cenotaph. They don’t bear the flag but rather wear it, a crusading cloak that marks them out as trouble. Public commentators tut; one presenter suggests hooliganism should come with a heavier penalty when perpetrated in an England flag. St George has been misappropriated once more, England’s good name soiled.

			But when did the misappropriation begin? Once a humble lad sticking up for the Christian faith, talking truth to overbearing power, St George (born somewhere in modern-day Turkey) died a martyr’s death during Roman Emperor Diocletian’s final wave of Christian persecutions around 303 AD. By the fifth century, a legend had started to crystallise. George acquired Roman soldier status; he was God’s own superhero subjected to a super-death – tortured and thrice killed before finally succumbing to his own mortality.2 Both ancient and medieval chroniclers rebirthed him with time-travelling superpowers; a Christian outrider accruing the artefacts and costumes of conflict: a dragon to slay, a horse to mount, chivalric armour to fortify. A Christian soldier for any age, and many countries.3

			The man and his myth remove horror from conflict. St George is an Ancient Roman trick, a Christian device to help men (they are predominantly men) transcend pain. Emblazoned and untouchable, a symbol of military purity, he appeared above World War I’s killing fields early on, delivering good from evil at the Miracle of Mons when the outnumbered British held up Germany’s advance in August 1914. The idea and image have endured. Gordon from the Royal Society stares at a bronze statue of St George on my phone and reassures me he has one very similar on his mantelpiece. I leave the Cenotaph and walk to find London’s finest, full-sized Roman fantasy man standing in the shade of a maple tree, tucked into the south-west corner of London’s Hyde Park.

			Nothing has been forgotten: the sword is triumphant and upright, the crusading armour impenetrable, the gaze distant and the serpent-dragon skewered. Evil incarnate, the mythical beast sports a Germanic handlebar moustache and lies impaled beneath the hoof of an exquisite horse. It’s a World War I monument, erected in 1924 to honour the Cavalry of the Empire – British, Canadian, Australian. International George has an international cast.

			The sculptor was Adrian Jones, once a veterinary officer in the Royal Horse Artillery. His statue avoids direct reference to the merciless impact of mechanised death. (So many horses died in World War I that their utility on the battlefield died with them.) Rather, Jones’s St George rides above the horror; his Roman identity, his legendary horse, his knight’s disguise elevate him beyond relentless violence, onwards to chivalry.

			England’s contemporary marauders who storm the Cenotaph need a memo; someone must let them know they are charging towards the wrong monument. St George with raised sword and equine thunder awaits them in Hyde Park.

				
					1 The 1949 Geneva Conventions recognised sexual violence in conflict and in 1998 the Roman Statute identified rape and sexual violence as war crimes, in certain contexts.

				

				
					2 According to legend, when St George refused to bow before the idols of King Dudyanos, the ruler of Persia, and instead confessed his Christian faith, he was killed and resurrected three times. On the fourth death St George was received in heaven.

				

				
					3 St George is also a patron saint in Aragon, Catalonia, Georgia, Lithuania, Palestine, Portugal, Germany, Greece, Moscow, Istanbul, Genoa and Venice (where he is second to Saint Mark).

				

		

		
			CHAPTER 2

			Viking Hell

			Heroes need enemies and they didn’t come much more lethal than the Nordic Vikings. Retrospectively, Victorian England couldn’t get enough of Anglo-Saxon all-rounder King Alfred, but it requires a trip to Northumbria’s Lindisfarne to understand what was once at stake.

			3. The Domesday Stone, Lindisfarne Priory Collection, Lindisfarne, 800–825

			Viking raid, Church of St Cuthbert, Lindisfarne, 793

			Today, it feels more like an end point, a destination, a calling even, among the sand dunes and sea birds, before the tide insists upon a return to mainland England with its many humdrum demands. But for the Anglo-Saxons Lindisfarne was a start point, a liminal space between God and man, that inspired Oswald, King of the Northumbrians, to summon Aidan, an Irish monk from the sacred Isle of Iona. Under the guidance of Bishop Aidan, just off the Northumbrian coast, a holy island was established in around 635 and Anglo-Saxon England’s Christian story grew wings.

			Within three decades, St Cuthbert, northern England’s principal patron-saint, was the island’s abbot. After his death in 687, the cult of St Cuthbert took off, with monks and priests flocking to the tiny tidal island for contemplation, prayer and community. In Lindisfarne’s sacred centre with its growing wealth, visitors and learning, Northumbrians discovered the word of God. Beneath the posthumous glow of St Cuthbert, this dedicated community created the Lindisfarne Gospels in all their bejewelled glory. Blessed was the word of God. Blessed was the Holy Island.

			[image: 3. The Domesday Stone, Lindisfarne Priory Collection,  Lindisfarne, 800–825]

			‘It is a very special place.’ Today’s visitors lick ice creams, exclaim at the ocean vistas and check their watches. Like all special places, there are challenges. The only public toilet is hard to find and today’s tide will flood the causeway from two o’clock. Peak season and Lindisfarne is not an ideal destination to be stranded. With only 150 locals, the remaining red sandstone cottages come at a high price, yet it’s easy to get distracted. There is a castle, built in Tudor times to defend England from the Scots, and the ruins of a priory (another victim of Henry VIII), peppered with numerous high stone crosses. This is indeed a holy place. Stare out to sea, drunk on the wonders of God’s world and the sparkling superstition of early medieval Christendom, and then imagine the unimaginable: it is 793 and Viking ships pepper the horizon.

			‘Those were the first ships of the Danish men which sought out the land of the English race.’

			Invaders. Raiders. Foreign killers.

			‘And they came to the church of Lindisfarne, laid everything to waste with grievous plundering, trampled the holy places with polluted step, dug up the altars and seized all the treasures of the holy church.’

			Testimonies from the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle to Simeon of Durham record unconscionable terror. But it is an engraved stone that speaks a thousand words. Offsetting all the majesty baked into the religious glory of this island, one small extant tablet to terror still resides on Lindisfarne. English Heritage caution that there is no concrete proof the round-headed grave marker is a memorial to Viking brutality, but they have encased it in glass and named it ‘The Domesday Stone’. Seven axe-wielding, sword-thrusting mad men all in a row, staring out from their safe space in the museum. Carved just years after the 793 Viking onslaught, and in a clear departure from the high crosses and name stones, this raider art speaks to Island Britain’s persistent fear of the outsider. Its reverse is offset with a biblical story – sun and moon and desperate people in prayer before a cross. Judgement Day has arrived, when Christ admitted the godly to heaven, and the bad remained on earth to be consumed by fire. Or, in this case, by Vikings. Civilised Europe quaked and a letter from the court of Charlemagne lamented: ‘Behold, the church of St Cuthbert spattered with the blood of the priest of God, despoiled of all its ornaments.’ Murder most foul in the heart of early Christian England.

			I hurry around the remaining exhibits; the museum is closing and the weather forecast is ominous. The cashier smiles. ‘At least we have a causeway now. Back then, you had to chance it by foot or rely on ferrymen and small boats.’

			Amen.

			4. Alfred the Great statue, Market Place, Wantage, Oxfordshire, 1877

			King Alfred, b. Wantage, 849

			I have come a long way from Lindisfarne. Dropping across England, leaving ancient Northumbria behind, heading south west into what was once the Kingdom of Wessex. Wantage is a small market town just inside Oxfordshire. It is hard to reach – there are no trains – but Wantage likes to think it’s worth the effort. Martin Farquhar Tupper, a minor Victorian writer, certainly thought so. In 1849, he organised hearty games and extensive cheer to celebrate the 1,000th anniversary of King Alfred’s birth in this town. Otherwise known as Alfred the Great, or England’s Darling, Tupper’s Alfred bonanza was just the beginning of a full-on Victorian obsession with this Anglo-Saxon King of Wessex.

			‘He is England’s founder’ – or at least so I keep being told. I am standing on a flower box in Market Place to get a better look at Wantage’s hero. He sports a cracked, chipped axe. It went missing in World War II, only to be lopped off again in the early 2000s. Having been muscled out of the twentieth century by legendary King Arthur, for some this Wessex King is just another man-statue with a (part-time) axe. But unlike Arthur, Alfred was definitely real.

			Local church leader Neil Townsend uses Alfred as a rendezvous point. He is brim full of the Great King’s unique selling points. ‘In times when we lack identity, we look for identity figures. And Alfred is just that.’ In Wantage, Alfred’s Day has recently been reintroduced: locals dress up as Saxons, children burn cakes and Market Place is given over to early medieval games. Neil insists: ‘Alfred arrived in a dysfunctional state with no army and no learning. And he was humble. He went around with a notebook, writing down the wise sayings of people he came across.’

			‘Like me now,’ I say, stepping from the flower box to read the plaque.

			ALFRED FOUND LEARNING DEAD, AND HE RESTORED IT.

			EDUCATION NEGLECTED AND HE REVIVED IT.

			THE LAWS POWERLESS AND HE GAVE THEM FORCE.

			THE CHURCH DEBASED AND HE RAISED IT.

			THE LAND RAVAGED BY A FEARFUL ENEMY FROM WHICH HE DELIVERED IT.

			The real clue to his enduring legacy sits in the last line and ties our story back to Lindisfarne. Before Alfred imposed order on his Wessex kingdom, paving the way for his descendants to become future kings of England, he had to vanquish the Viking enemy. Those marauding heathens, gliding up rivers and beheading natives, never played by the rules; smashing into monasteries, raping and plundering. They were a problem. And also a solution. Nothing rallies hearts and minds like an external enemy – it was the Vikings who made Alfred great.

			Cold-blooded Norsemen-murderers with their pillaging and prolonged winter stopovers grew ever more audacious. No Christian site was sacred: Northumbria’s Lindisfarne, St Columba’s Iona, the Northumbrian monastery at Jarrow, and then south to Mercia. By 870, the Danish conquest of the northern and middle Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms had begun. Alfred’s Wessex was up next.

			Jonathan Meakin works at Wantage’s Vale and Downland Museum. He reckons Alfred is popular because he was the underdog. ‘He burnt the cakes and hid in a Somerset marsh. And he had a terrible illness, probably Crohn’s disease. His internal struggle was immense.’ A bookish younger son who never expected to be king, Alfred not only triumphed over the Vikings, but then made good his Christian victory with a just peace, fortifications and learning. His is the acceptable face of Englishness.

			As for Alfred’s statues, they were a Victorian after-thought. London’s came first; Southwark’s Alfred disguised in peasant robes has a contemplative subtlety. Not so in Wantage where a Victorian military hero with money got things going. Alfred’s patron, Colonel Robert Loyd-Lindsay, was a Crimean War veteran whose antics against the Russians find their reflection in the Anglo-Saxon King’s prowess. At Inkerman, Loyd-Lindsay ‘with a few men, charged a party of Russians, driving them back, and running one through the body himself’. A millennium earlier, Bishop Asser tells us that ‘Alfred attacked the whole pagan army fighting ferociously in dense order’. He ‘made great slaughter among them’.

			Alfred went on to consolidate his realm. Local MP Loyd-Lindsay was awarded a Victoria Cross.1 The latter’s elevated standing and a military friendship with Queen Victoria’s cousin, the sculptor German Count Gleichen, saw Alfred re-emerge from an 8-foot lump of white Sicilian marble in St James’s Palace. The 1877 unveiling of this royal extravaganza in Wantage’s Market Place involved Bertie, the Prince of Wales (who claimed Alfred as an ancestor). Even up close, standing on a flower box, it is hard to discern whether you’re looking at an Anglo-Saxon King or a Victorian gentleman. A clue sits in the local museum, where a bust of Colonel Loyd-Lindsay with a bushy beard and an imperial stare shares uncomfortable similarities with marble Alfred.

			All of which begs the question: who is the real hero of this piece? As Jonathan concedes, ‘Without a statue, how many would know that Alfred even belongs to Wantage?’

			5. Statue of Alfred the Great, The Broadway, Winchester, Hampshire, 1901

			King Alfred, d. Winchester, 899

			If something started with Victorian Alfred in Wantage, it did not end there. That happened in Winchester, ancient capital of one-time Wessex, where Alfred died in 899 and where he was celebrated 1,000 years later with another statue.2 Winchester is studded with Gothic splendour, including a storming cathedral (one of the largest in Europe) and Great Hall (boasting Arthur’s Round Table). It is easy to get distracted. Unlike Wantage, where Alfred holds the number-one spot, here he competes in a different league.

			My guide is Barbara Yorke, an emeritus professor of history. Alfred is her man. She explains that abundant sources, including those the king wrote himself, have sealed his place in history. But what about Alfred’s place in Winchester? He was buried nearby, but it was the lack of a credible burial site that paved the way for an Alfred statue and a millennial celebration. A millennium on, Alfred’s timing was impeccable. The high noon of imperialism looked to pomp and ceremony like never before, with historic tropes and characters plundered for revitalised ancient displays of Britishness. Cue impeccable performances of invented tradition at Victoria’s Golden Jubilee, her Diamond Jubilee and then at the Empress Queen’s funeral. At last, England was ready to celebrate its founding father, Alfred, in his final resting place – Winchester.

			I visit on a Friday and the city is bustling, the market out in full force; I am tempted by beeswax candles, jars of honey, wind chimes and a bus tour. The latter is not required to find Alfred. His presence is inescapable from the end of the Broadway, pressed out in bronze against St Giles Hill – an enormous talisman to Anglo-Saxon resistance, medieval fantasy and Victorian awe. Stacked up on two giant blocks of granite, he stands beyond reach, as was intended. Here in Winchester, Alfred’s statue did not begin life as a local hero, rather an international celebrity.

			[image: 5. Statue of Alfred the Great, The Broadway, Winchester, Hampshire, 1901]

			Pressured into existence by a group of famous actors and writers including Henry Irving, Walter Besant and Arthur Conan Doyle, only the best would do. The sculptor of the age, Sir William Hamo Thornycroft, was commissioned to create him: a giant to the times, sword in one hand, shield in the other, Alfred the ultimate English warrior.3

			But, over coffee, Barbara cautions against presumption. Yes, Alfred is dressed like a warrior king, but he holds his sword upside down, resembling Christ’s cross. ‘It symbolises Alfred’s victory over the Danish King Guthrum who was obliged to become a Christian.’ Victorian England made much of the link between evangelising Alfred and Britain’s nineteenth-century imperial mission: Conan Doyle believed Alfred embodied the perfect Englishman – ‘sturdy, resolute, persevering and formidable in action’ – virtues that likewise demanded ‘respect for law and order … the distinguishing mark of every British colony’.

			But, in 1901, the direction of British imperialism was not clear-cut, with the prolonged fight against Dutch farmers (and fellow Christians) in a dirty Boer War an uncomfortable backdrop. Under Alfred, Vikings settled and farmed in East Anglia. Were the medieval king’s standards more advanced than Imperial Britain’s? Barbara shakes her head. She has little truck with this idea of a compassionate Alfred, quietly pointing out that in Winchester the king hanged the captured crews from Viking ships. Not all Norsemen became East Anglian farmers.

			On departure, Barbara hands me a paper she wrote about Alfred’s millenary in 1901. It highlights a sizeable American presence at the event and their more forthright ideas around racial supremacy. A speech by General Rockwell at an Alfred lunch stands out: the Anglo-Saxons had ‘been less changed than most by contact with other races and peoples … is it too much to say that the Anglo-Saxons will be, if they are not already, the dominant race of the world?’

			It turns out Winchester’s Alfred the Great is a complex fellow. Unlike his chipped, off-white alter-ego in Wantage, he struggles with something of a superiority complex.

				
					1 VCs were introduced after the Crimean War when press coverage gave the public a heightened idea of soldiers’ bravery in action.

				

				
					2 The Victorians got their dating wrong. The unveiling took place in 1901, rather than 1899, the 1,000th anniversary of the year he died.

				

				
					3 Son of Thomas Thornycroft, the famous Victorian sculptor behind London’s Boudica, which was completed after Thomas’s death with the help of his son.

				

		

		
			CHAPTER 3

			Norman Conquerors

			When it came to fighting, the Anglo-Saxons (incomers themselves) lacked a little savour-faire. The Normans quickly put that right. Within four generations, surplus energies were expended in the Holy Land, where marauding in the name of God was considered chivalric, as the Victorians were quick to remind us.

			6. Battle Abbey and Battlefield, Battle, East Sussex, 1070–94

			The Battle of Hastings, 1066

			Matilda (not to be confused with William the Conqueror’s wife) stands behind the till in the Gatehouse of Battle Abbey. ‘Members go free,’ she says, charging the Italian woman next to me £17. I admire Matilda’s name. She smiles. ‘It means Mighty in Battle.’ Of course it does. A James (more Norman nomenclature) runs the show at Battle Abbey, but his rust beard gives him away. He laughs. ‘Yes, my descendants were more likely Saxon!’

			Nearly 1,000 years on and, these days, Sussex locals happily cohabit with their conquerors in the sleepy village of Battle, itself a memorial to the most famous year in the English calendar – 1066. Before our journey south, my daughter cautioned: ‘Remember, Harold would’ve won if only his troops had stayed on the hill.’ The story of the Battle of Hastings reads like a political metaphor: don’t let your opponent rush you into a snap contest, always maintain the high ground, keep some of your big hitters in reserve. But rather than pound the pavements, the Battle Abbey experience takes you off road. Like William, Duke of Normandy, we waited for the weather; seven months of incessant rain has finally given way to a glimpse of spring sunshine.

			It is a curious experience, to walk carefree around the perimeter of a one-time bloodbath. Today, sheep graze and bluebells grow where once ‘lethal missiles’ – javelins, stones, even bodies – rained down on Norman invaders. Visitors are cautioned about the ‘uneven surface’ and a defibrillator is attached to a fence post. Risk-averse twenty-first-century Englanders wander through the green and pleasant pasture that briefly became a killing field in October 1066.

			Jeopardy is rife in this tale. If only Harold had waited. If only he had advanced his shield wall. If only his brothers, Leofwine and Gyrth, had not died.1 If only God had been on his side. The English Heritage narrator assures us that even Normans considered the Saxon king ‘handsome, strong, courageous, eloquent, funny, confident, open and diplomatic’. This was a man capable of spurring his troops north, to take out Viking assailants (and his other brother, Tostig) at the Battle of Stamford Bridge, before hurtling south, goaded by incomer William’s anti-social behaviour.

			An hour of meandering through wild garlic and contemplating gruesome wooden statues and battlefield gradients, we finally near the summit. Harold is about to die. Perhaps it was an apocryphal arrow that killed the English king, or maybe Norman knights hacked him to death. Either way, the knock-out blow was fatal, and not just for Harold. The narrator assures us that the king’s most outstanding feature was ‘his love of England. But the England he loves was about to change forever.’ This Anglo-Saxon land, already a recognisable political entity in the eleventh century, was defeated by an elite fighting force of Normans, French, Bretons and Flemish. The fourteenth of October 1066 was their day, and soon England their country.

			And so onwards, dear visitor, to the Harold Stone, where the view is undulating, unthreatening, verdant. This, according to William the Conqueror, is the exact spot where Harold met his death. It is also the start point of a new England. King William insisted it was here that the High Altar of his abbey must be built. Today, beside the extant ruins of the Benedictine abbey that emerged over subsequent centuries, the foundations of the original Romanesque church are sketched in gravel. Next to me, the Italian visitor, Alessandra, sighs. ‘Look at the way they have recreated the subtle footprint of history. There is nothing fake here. You English are very good at this sort of thing.’ Which English, I wonder?

			Back in Battle Abbey’s shop, I discuss commemoration and the possible motives behind the erection of the Abbey. Was William atoning for all the death and destruction? Or constructing a statement of power and glory? A bit of both, site manager James concedes. When the Norman king discovered that builders tried to erect his victory church further downhill, he was outraged. They had to begin again at the summit. William’s abbey was posterity’s proof that God’s will had been delivered, and with it a new form of radical monasticism in a new hierarchical England, under Norman rule.

			Was it a better England? James won’t be drawn. But even now, a millennium later, the after-effects are not entirely tension-free. If Battle Abbey is England’s monument to what happened on that fateful October day, other memorials to our national story taunt us from across the Channel. The exquisite Bayeux Tapestry, embroidered by nuns in Kent, resides in Bayeux, the property of France. As for William the Conqueror, England’s first French-speaking king, he is still riding high, wielding a papal banner in his birth town of Falaise, also in France. Touché England.

			7. Richard Coeur de Lion (Richard I) statue, Old Palace Yard, Westminster, London, installed 1860

			Richard I, Coeur de Lion, r. 1189–99

			The close-fitting chain mail hugging a ripped, raised upper arm is a giveaway; 800 years after he took the fight to ‘The Infidel’, England’s Crusader King, Richard the Lionheart, was objectified by the Victorians.

			Or, more specifically, by Prince Albert and his middle-aged wife, Queen Victoria. Neither could resist Baron Carlo Marochetti’s clay-cast incarnation which welcomed 6 million visitors to the Great Exhibition of 1851.2 Within ten years, and part-funded by the royal couple, Richard had been recast in bronze and installed outside Westminster Palace’s rebuild: a showy equine masterpiece which speaks to a camp-Italianate style favoured by Albert. Victoria was equally smitten, perhaps reminded of the young husband she’d once found irresistible. Having been married for as long as Victoria was by the 1850s, I confess to being equally susceptible to Marochetti’s Richard. He works on many levels, but none quite right for the fresh horrors of 2024.

			Today, inside Westminster’s Houses of Parliament, Britain’s new Labour government obfuscates about Israel’s right to defend itself and equivocates over sending more weapons. Outside in the Old Palace Yard, Richard I is still charging forward, uncompromised. Our idealised version of the Christian soldier-king masks millennia-old religious and territorial atrocity in the Middle East. A happy ending remains elusive. As for the beginning, it is difficult to know how far to travel back. King Solomon perhaps? The Roman expulsion of the Jews? Christianity’s genesis? Or maybe the Muslim conquest of the Levant? Heavily influenced by Sir Walter Scott’s storytelling (he was Albert and Victoria’s favourite novelist),3 evangelising Victorians plumped for the twelfth century’s third Crusade and – hey presto – Marochetti’s hero-king Richard.
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			Religious dark arts remain a favourite for writers in the twenty-first century. Just ask London’s Temple Church which saw a surge in visitor numbers after it was featured in Dan Brown’s literary phenomenon, The Da Vinci Code. I head east through the City of London, dropping south of Fleet Street into the cobbled medieval Inns of Court; there, the Temple Church pre-dates the Inner and Middle Temples it serves. Despite extensive Blitz-bombing in World War II, the Round still stands, a circular structure modelled on the round Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. From 1185, the Knights Templar, soldier-bankers who financed and safeguarded pilgrims en route to the Holy Land, could experience Jerusalem when in London.

			Inside the Temple Church, The Da Vinci Code’s Robert Langdon clocked ‘the simplicity of the circle’; he eyed ‘the curvature of the chamber’s pale stone perimeter, taking in the carvings of gargoyles, demons, monsters and pained human faces’. The fictional professor was on a quest to crack an ancient code: ‘you seek the orb that ought to be on his tomb’. I am looking for a crusader monument. Like Langdon, I pin my hopes on ‘ten stone knights. Five on the left. Five on the right.’ We are both sorely disappointed.

			‘The greatest knight that ever lived,’4 William Marshal, First Earl of Pembroke, did go on a crusade; his effigy lies straight-legged among lesser mortals within the Round. I settle in for a lecture on his greatness. It is long and the stone floor unrelenting; I hold out for a story of Marshal in the Holy Land. Instead, the speaker trawls through the knight’s feats in the negotiation of the Magna Carta under Richard I’s successor, John I. The focus is English constitutional history and how it happened right here, in this chapel for the Inns of Court. Not one word is given to crusading. Today, the self-styled ‘Mother-church of the Common Law’ prefers to focus on the home front. This mysterious absence is explained on the Temple website: ‘‘The Round represented, during the crusades, the divisions between the Abrahamic faiths. The Inns and Church are now working hard to bridge those divisions, to promote genuine and generous encounters of respect and understanding.’5

			Outside, in the real world, 2,000 walkie-talkies and pager devices blow up across Lebanon, killing at least thirty-two, indiscriminately taking out eyes and removing the fingers of thousands more. Within days, Israel announces further ‘extensive’ strikes. The nominally Christian West is unsure how to respond. Where does their culpability end? Again, it is difficult to know how far to travel back. Edward I’s expulsion of the Jews? Russia’s pogroms? Britain’s imperial ambitions? Europe’s Holocaust?

			I return to Richard the Lionheart, outside Westminster Palace. He is still brandishing his sword. Miles from home, during the Third Crusade, this extraordinary warrior won almost every battle he fought (the siege of Acre, Arsuf, Jaffa). He committed appalling atrocities in the name of Christ, including the murder of 2,700 Muslim prisoners. But ultimately Richard recognised the need to compromise, signing a truce with Saladin, the great Ayyubid Sultan of Egypt and Syria. Christians and Muslims were granted safe passage to the Holy Land and Jerusalem remained under Islamic control, with Saladin extending tolerance to the city’s Jewish inhabitants. For several years, there was peace. Imagine that.

				
					1 Both men were killed during the Battle of Hastings.

				

				
					2 Marochetti was also the sculptor of Glasgow’s Duke of Wellington statue that nowadays sports a traffic cone. See Monument 41.

				

				
					3 In 1825, Sir
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