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			Dedication

			To our grandsons Oscar and Sidney and

			the next generation of northerners

			who make it all worthwhile.

		

		
			Introduction

			Imagine northern England in 1911, perhaps as glimpsed in the rediscovered archive of Sagar Mitchell and James Kenyon, Blackburn-based film makers. Workers streaming out of factory gates, crossing the street, visiting a fairground or watching football. A few come and stare or wave at the camera. ‘What they show is a world now lost to us: the busy world of north Britain in its manufacturing, mining heyday,’ writes journalist Ian Jack. ‘In Mitchell and Kenyon’s films you can see it as an independent civilisation, glorying in its own easements and enjoyments such as electric trams, professional sport, street parades and pageants and seaside holidays.’1

			That was also the year in which the north’s share of England’s population peaked at 36.5 per cent (in a series dating back to 1801), according to the Office for National Statistics.2 It was still in its pomp as the founding region of the Industrial Revolution, which had begun nearly a hundred and fifty years earlier. For all the apparent serenity, this was a society facing major economic and social change. The militant suffragette movement, founded in the north, was in full swing. Strikes were common as workers demanded their share of increased prosperity. The seeds of relative industrial decline had already taken root. The north was over-dependent on industries such as textiles, coalmining, iron, steel and shipbuilding. Some had failed to innovate as fast as global competitors and the region was not developing new ones.

			Roll forward more than a century and the north is at the centre of Britain’s often ill-tempered debate about the future. Northern votes were crucial in the 2016 referendum decision to leave the European Union. At the 2019 general election, northerners helped Boris Johnson to achieve the biggest Conservative majority since Margaret Thatcher’s time, making significant inroads into the so-called ‘red wall’ of former Labour seats. Johnson promised to ‘level up’ Britain and improve the fortunes of left-behind towns, though there were questions about how realistic this ambition was. The north’s share of England’s population has slipped to 27.5 per cent and its share of Britain’s economic output has shrunk from 30 per cent just after the First World War to 20 per cent.3 While northern England may not be an ‘independent civilisation’, however, its economy remains bigger than that of countries such as Argentina, Belgium, Denmark, Ireland, Norway and Sweden.4

			Dramatic events have played out in the north – waves of migration, invasions and battles. It has made its mark on European culture and the global economy and played a huge part in shaping modern Britain. The Industrial Revolution, viewed by many economic historians as the key event in human history, is obviously of fundamental importance, but there is far more to the story. At least six Roman emperors ruled the empire from York. The Anglian kingdom of Northumbria became for a period Europe’s leading cultural and intellectual centre. For a thousand of the past two thousand years – in Roman times and in the Middle Ages – northern England was the site of border warfare with what is now Scotland. The past has shaped the present in myriad ways. The devastation wrought by factory and pit closures in the 1980s, for example, evoked for some a folk memory of the trauma of William the Conqueror’s Harrying of the North. Echoes of the Wars of the Roses, Tudor rebellions and seventeenth-century civil war divisions could be discerned in the Brexit referendum. The north also played a leading role in creating the Labour Party and the trade union movement.

			This book aims to tell the north’s story through the experiences of the region’s people, famous or not, including characters such as Cartimandua, queen of the Brigantes, the first northerner known by name; St Oswald, Bede and Richard III; Richard Arkwright and the Stephensons; William Wordsworth, the Brontës and Elizabeth Gaskell; Emmeline Pankhurst and Gracie Fields; Sir Robert Peel, William Gladstone, Ellen Wilkinson and Harold Wilson; Kathleen Ferrier, The Beatles and David Hockney; Marcus Rashford, Lemn Sissay and Nicola Adams. It describes the history from the earliest times to the present day and explores topics such as the significance of sheep, the north–south language divide, why the Industrial Revolution happened in the north, ethnic diversity, the legacy of slavery, northern women and the contribution of northern writers, artists and comedians. It is a story that raises many intriguing questions. Had the kingdom of Northumbria survived, northern England might today be at the heart of a northern-focused nation instead of an outlying region of one governed from the south. The Norman Conquest shifted England’s strategic orientation southwards, while William’s Harrying arguably laid the foundation for centuries of economic disadvantage.

			But where is the north and what is a northerner? A liberal, inclusive view is taken in this work. The north is considered to be broadly where the people who live there think they are in the north. A northerner is someone who thinks of themself as a northerner. The region has rarely been a single administrative unit, so the question is more cultural than constitutional. Around the world there is a diaspora of people born or raised in the north who consider themselves northerners. Others come from families with northern roots. Equally, the region has many people born elsewhere who live or have lived in the north and consider themselves adoptive northerners.

			Insofar as boundaries have been drawn for one purpose or another, these have shifted over the centuries. For modern government and statistical purposes the north comprises three regions: the north-west (historic counties of Lancashire, Cheshire, Westmorland, Cumberland), north-east (Northumberland and Durham), and Yorkshire and Humber (Yorkshire, north and north-east Lincolnshire). Two sides are bounded by the sea, and the Scottish border has changed in only a couple of ways since it was agreed at the Treaty of York in 1237. That leaves the southern boundary, on which most debate focuses.

			The grey area includes Derbyshire, Nottinghamshire and Staffordshire. Cheshire now officially belongs to the north, while in Anglo-Saxon times it was in Mercia rather than Northumbria. Where significant events happened in the grey zone, this book generally includes them. Family tradition, place of work and leisure activities all affect where people perceive themselves as living. Writing in 1967, Graham Turner was surprised to find that some south Yorkshire dwellers ‘think of themselves as midlanders’, with two Rotherham waitresses informing him: ‘We’re midlands. Don’t forget when they talked on t’radio about bombing raids in t’war, they put us wi’ them.’5 On the other hand, it is hard to see Derbyshire textile towns such as Glossop and New Mills as anything other than northern. And Arnold Bennett entitled his 1898 novel about an aspiring Staffordshire author in London, A Man from the North.

			Geology created a dividing line, a ‘Jurassic divide’, from prehistoric times. A ridge of Jurassic limestone runs through England from Dorset to the Yorkshire coast. To the north-west lies largely a highland zone, suitable for pastoral farming, and to the south-east a lowland zone suitable for arable farming, which created a generally wealthier society. It is not a simple division – the north has arable areas such as the Vale of York and the Northumberland plain – but geography has had an influence.

			When the Romans divided Britain into Britannia Inferior (north) and Superior (south, so called because it was closer to Rome) around 200 CE, the boundary stretched from the Mersey to the Wash, meaning that Lincoln fell in the northern province while Chester was in the southern.6 The kingdom of Northumbria stretched at its fullest from the Forth to below the Humber. Its south-west boundary is less clear and has been put at the Mersey or the Ribble. It probably fluctuated. Northumbria’s Æthelfrith campaigned in Chester in 616 and Edwin seized Anglesey, suggesting that Northumbria controlled territory down to the Mersey, but by the 920s a West Saxon and Mercian alliance extended its power into south Lancashire.7

			Viking settlement created another division, with northern and eastern England forming Danelaw. This created a diagonal divide at right angles to the Jurassic divide, cutting against geography and tradition. In the thirteenth century, royal officialdom created yet a further dividing line: the River Trent. The administration of lands escheated to the crown (property that fell to the crown when an owner died without legal heirs) was divided between escheators operating north or south of the Trent, ultra or citra Trentam. The royal forest administration and Duchy of Lancaster were similarly divided. Confusingly, this divide never followed the precise course of the river; the northern administration spread south of it. At the universities of Oxford and Cambridge in medieval times, students divided themselves into northerners and southerners, which is said to have provoked riots up to the sixteenth century.8

			Then there is the question of how far northerners see themselves as northerners. The north has for good or ill often been characterised by stereotypes, what television playwright Denis Potter called ‘slate-grey rain and polished euphoniums … eh-bah-goom heritage’.9 Allegiances to cities, towns, counties and sub-regions are often greater than those to the wider region. Tyneside, Merseyside and Yorkshire have a particularly strong sense of distinctiveness. People can hold multiple identities, however. Identification with class and ethnicity exists alongside that with locality, region or nation. Identity is often fashioned against an ‘other’. In the case of the north, that other is the south.

			Stuart Maconie, writer and broadcaster, argues that ‘there’s no conception of the south comparable to the north’. He adds:

			Good or bad, ‘the north’ means something to all English people wherever they hail from. To people from London … it means desolation, arctic temperatures, mushy peas, a cultural wasteland with limited shopping opportunities and populated by aggressive trolls. To northerners it means home, truth, beauty, valour, romance, warm and characterful people, real beer and decent chip shops. And in this we are undoubtedly biased, of course.10

			Donald Horne, an Australian writer, in 1969 described the contribution of northern and southern values to Englishness in terms of competing metaphors. In the Northern Metaphor, Britain was ‘pragmatic, empirical, calculating, Puritan, bourgeois, enterprising, adventurous, scientific, serious, and believes in struggle’. In the Southern Metaphor, Britain was ‘romantic, illogical, muddled, divinely lucky, Anglican, aristocratic, traditional, frivolous, and believes in order and tradition’.11 These values describe the end of the nineteenth century better than today’s England, in which the southern spirit seems more enterprising than in the past.

			Consciousness of a divide goes back at least as far as Bede in the eighth century. In his Ecclesiastical History of the English People, Bede refers nine times to the Humber as the boundary between north and south. He tells us that the monks of Bardney, in Lincolnshire, initially objected to housing the bones of Northumbrian king Oswald because ‘as he was a native of another province, and had obtained the sovereignty over them, they retained their ancient aversion to him even after his death’.12

			Southern chroniclers in the Middle Ages tended to portray northerners as ferocious, obstinate and unyielding, though at least William of Malmesbury pointed to explanations in hard living conditions, border disturbance and distance from the king.13 Northerners were obstinate because they would not do what southerners, who expected to rule, dictated. When northern troops were used to fight battles in the south during the Wars of the Roses, it provoked alarm. ‘The people in the north rob and steal and be appointed to pillage all this country and give away men’s livelihoods in all the south country and that will ask a mischief,’ wrote Clement Paston, of a Norfolk gentry family, to his brother John.14

			Historians have tended to write off the north before the nineteenth century as backward or barbaric. Medievalist G.W.S. Barrow, writing in 1969, said northern England had typically been little more than ‘an agglomeration of intensely conservative and relatively poor communities’.15 Thomas Babington Macaulay in 1848 suggested that before the discovery and exploitation of coal, ‘physical and moral causes had occurred to prevent civilisation from spreading to that region’. He put it down to centuries of armed conflict with the Scots, leading inhabitants to sleep with weapons at their side. Even in the seventeenth century people on the upper Tyne were, he said, ‘scarcely less savage than the Indians of California … half-naked women chaunting a wild measure while the men with brandished dirks danced a war dance’.16

			Eric Musgrove, author of the only previous general history of northern England, published in 1990, identified four periods of ‘particular northern distinction, importance and power’.17 The first spanned the third century when Britannia Inferior was created. At the beginning and end of this period Roman emperors (Septimius Severus and Constantius Chlorus) ruled the empire from York. The second was the spectacular ‘age of Bede’, when Northumbria enjoyed cultural and religious influence on an international scale, culminating in Alcuin’s appointment as leading scholar at the court of Charlemagne, the Frankish emperor.

			The third period was the military age of the Nevilles and Percys from the mid-fourteenth to the late fifteenth centuries, when the north’s importance in supplying manpower for wars in Scotland and France brought wealth and influence to its aristocratic families. This was also the age of John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, and Edward of Woodstock, the Black Prince, Earl of Chester and prince of Aquitaine. The fourth period was the Industrial Revolution, from the late eighteenth to the end of the nineteenth century.

			There have of course been significant developments outside these periods, notably at the start of the thirteenth century when Anglo-Norman barons from the north instigated the revolt against King John that led to Magna Carta being agreed at Runnymede. History is in any case not just about politics and wars, but about ordinary people’s lives. But Musgrove’s four periods do emphasise that there is more to the north’s past than the Industrial Revolution or even the north–south divide. During the age of Bede, Northumbria was at the crossroads of cultural influence in north-western Europe. It is a rich and varied history that deserves to be told.

		

		
			BEGINNINGS

		

		
			CHAPTER 1

			First Northerners to the Romans

			Life was hard for the first northerners, almost certainly a hunting group of an early human species, taking advantage of a warmer interlude during the last ice age to range north in search of food at least half a million years ago. Britain, on the north-west corner of north-west Europe, was at the edge of their range. It was occupied intermittently by small groups who ventured across the land bridge known as Doggerland. There were at least ten separate waves of occupation as people were repeatedly driven out by extreme changes in the environment.

			All that these intrepid venturers will have known about the north was that it presented a physical challenge in a hostile landscape. Northernness, a state of mind as much as a feature of geography, was fashioned over subsequent millennia. It is as well, though, to start at the beginning. Only by seeing how each stage built upon another can we know how northerners’ collective experience began to form. The physical environment was an important factor.

			Britain’s climate fluctuated between Mediterranean-like conditions and long stages of cold in which ice sheets up to three miles thick covered the land as far south as the Thames valley. In warmer periods, vegetation was like today, a mix of woodland and grassland, though animals were more exotic. Remains of lions, straight-tusked elephants, mammoths, rhinoceroses, hippopotamuses and hyenas have been found at sites in the north.1

			Much earlier, there were dinosaurs. We may not know exactly who the first humans were, but there is a name for the north’s – indeed Britain’s – earliest identified sauropod dinosaur. It lived 176 million years ago in what is now Yorkshire. It is nicknamed Alan. A fossil vertebra of the creature was identified in 2015, having been found on a beach near Whitby after it fell from a cliff face; it is in the Yorkshire Museum in York. Alan was named after Alan Gurr, an amateur geologist who found it.2

			The earliest evidence of people in the north is indirect. Hand-axes found in Waverley Wood, Warwickshire, are made of andesite rock likely to have come from the Lake District about 500,000 years ago.3 The axes were wielded by Homo heidelbergensis, tall and heavily built people, who used stone blades to butcher large animals. These may have followed an earlier, unidentified species similar to Homo antecessor, so far found only in Spain.

			Next came Homo neanderthalensis, small and stocky. Creswell Crags in Derbyshire, south of Sheffield, contains Neanderthal stone tools. It also has the northernmost cave art in Europe: twenty-five engraved figures depict deer, birds, bovids (probably aurochs, extinct wild cattle) and horses.4 Theses were made by Homo sapiens, or modern humans, whose presence in Britain, initially sporadic, has been continuous since about 12,000 years ago.

			As the last ice age ended, sea levels rose, cutting Britain off from continental Europe permanently. There is evidence of occupation. A large circular building at Howick in Northumberland dating from about 7600 BCE is thought to have been a permanent dwelling.5 An even older one has been excavated at Star Carr in Yorkshire, sometimes described as ‘Britain’s oldest house’, dating from about 9000 BCE. It may have been a hunting camp.6 Finds at Star Carr include headdresses made from red deer skulls (possibly used by shamans in ritual practices), barbed points used in hunting and fishing, and the earliest evidence of carpentry in Europe.

			The Neolithic period brought farming and a more settled way of life. The best-known monument is Stonehenge, but there are important edifices in northern England. Thornborough Henges, a Neolithic/Bronze Age complex of three circular earthworks in north Yorkshire, has been described as one of Britain’s premier ‘sacred landscapes’ during the third and second millennia BCE.7 Cumbria is notable for the ‘Langdale axe industry’, the manufacture of polished volcanic stone axes at Great Langdale in the Lake District. Axe-heads from there have been found all over Britain and in Ireland. The fact that these were widely traded, and that some appear unused, suggests they were of high value and may have had religious as well as practical purposes.8 They may have been used in gift exchanges.

			In the 1930s, archaeologist Cyril Fox identified a highland–lowland divide, described by some as a ‘Jurassic divide’.9 A ridge of Jurassic limestone runs through England from Dorset to the Yorkshire coast. To the north-west lies a highland zone, with harder rocks, suitable for pastoral farming such as raising sheep. To the south-east is a lowland zone suitable for arable farming such as grain. Pastoral communities tended to consist of isolated farmsteads or small hamlets, while arable communities created larger villages. The south-east appeared wealthier, producing more decorated pottery. This division is now seen as an over-simplification, though geography clearly has some influence.

			The north is rich in Bronze Age sites such as barrows. In the Iron Age, people lived in small villages, in thatched roundhouses with wooden or wattle and daub walls and a central fire. There were also so-called ‘hill forts’, communal spaces possibly used for ceremonies or trading; Northumberland, with 271, has the largest number in England.10 Iron Age Britons are thought to have spoken variants of Brythonic, the southern group of Celtic languages that now consists of Welsh, Cornish and Breton.

			Did Iron Age people indulge in human sacrifice, as Julius Caesar and others suggested? A body known as Lindow Man, discovered in 1984 and preserved in Lindow Moss, a Cheshire peat bog, is cited as probable evidence of ritual killing.11 He was about twenty-five years old, of robust frame, bearded and naked apart from a fox-fur band round his left arm. He appears to have been of high social rank because his manicured fingernails showed he had done little manual work. He suffered blows to the head, was garrotted, swallowed mistletoe and then drowned in the waters of the bog. Why he met this grim fate is unknown.

			Northern England’s principal Iron Age tribe was the Brigantes, centred on Yorkshire and occupying much of Lancashire, Northumberland and Durham – the first sign of a northern geographical identity emerging. Their name means high or elevated – brig is a top or summit in modern Welsh – which could refer to the Pennines. Their territory, the largest in Britain, was bordered by five other tribes: the Carvetii in the north-west, Votadini in the north-east, Parisii to the east and, to the south, Cornovii and Corieltauvi.

			Cartimandua, queen of the Brigantes, in power around the time of the Roman conquest, ought to be as famous as Boudica or Cleopatra. She is the first British queen known to history and the first northerner we can identify (Tacitus consistently names her as a queen, but does not describe her contemporary, Boudica, as such12). While Boudica, leader of East Anglia’s Iceni, is seen as a resistance heroine, Cartimandua tends to be relegated to a few disparaging lines in history books. She collaborated with the Romans, divorced her husband, married one of his aides and was overthrown by a revolt. She was portrayed by Roman historians, despite her loyalty, as an adulterous betrayer of British men, a picture that modern accounts often do little to challenge. Yet she succeeded in keeping her territory free from annexation for up to thirty years. A more balanced assessment is justified.

			The Romans invaded Britain in 43 CE and stayed until 409, no doubt aiming to exploit Britain’s land, people and resources. They faced strong resistance in Wales where a guerrilla campaign was led by a chieftain called Caratacus. For the Roman governor of Britannia, Publius Ostorius Scapula, having the Brigantes as a northern ally helped to protect his flank. Finally, Caratacus’s luck ran out. In 51 CE he lost a pitched battle with the Romans in Snowdonia. His wife and daughter were captured and his brother surrendered.13 He fled to Brigantia, possibly to seek support among anti-Roman factions, but Cartimandua captured him and handed him over to the Romans. As an ally of Rome, she could hardly do otherwise. Caratacus was taken to Rome, where his capture was hailed as a great prize. He took part in Claudius’s triumphal parade and made a speech so stirring that, according to Tacitus, the emperor pardoned him and allowed him to live in exile there.14

			Cartimandua is not generously treated in Roman sources. Although Tacitus refers to her loyalty to Rome, he also talks of her ‘treacherous’ role in the capture of Caratacus, her ‘wanton spirit’, her sexual impropriety in rejecting her husband, Venutius, in favour of a common soldier and her ‘cunning stratagems’ in taking Venutius’s relatives hostage.15 To understand this, we need to consider women’s role in the empire. No Roman woman became emperor. Female rulers on the empire’s fringes were seen as exotic, but their authority was at variance with Rome’s culture and so invited disapproval. They tend to be stereotyped in Roman sources either as women of loose morals (Cartimandua, Cleopatra) or as fierce and unladylike (Boudica). Sarah Pomeroy summed up the attitude to women in classical antiquity in the title of her 1975 book Goddesses, Whores, Wives and Slaves.

			Tacitus suggests Cartimandua had ruled the Brigantes for some time and was of ‘high birth’.16 How she came to her position is not clear. Some suggest that her predecessor may have unified the diverse tribes of Brigantia, while others speculate that her marriage to Venutius, a fellow northerner, could have cemented an alliance between tribal units.17 It is not known which tribal group Venutius came from, though some suggest he came from the north-western people known as the Carvetii.

			Not long after the handing over of Caratacus, Venutius and Cartimandua divorced. Whether the causes were personal or political is not known. Fighting broke out among the Brigantes, which led to Venutius’s brother and other relations being seized and imprisoned. The conflict escalated as Venutius raised support from outside the kingdom and led an invasion. A new Roman governor, Didius Gallus, sent auxiliary troops into Brigantia. There were several skirmishes before the rebellion was finally put down by a legion. Venutius probably fled to his own people.18 Twelve years later, in 69, Venutius rebelled again over Cartimandua’s decision to marry a man called Vellocatus, formerly Venutius’s armour-bearer. Tacitus says her decision was reckless because ‘her house was at once shaken by this scandalous act’.19

			Venutius again attacked with external forces and there was also an internal Brigantian revolt. Cartimandua appealed to her Roman allies for help, but the governor, Vettius Bolanus, sent auxiliary infantry and cavalry instead of legionary troops. His decision cost Cartimandua her throne. The rescue mission initially struggled to succeed, according to Tacitus,20 probably because the Roman governor had sent inadequate forces. After some ‘desperate fighting’ they managed to extricate Cartimandua, who would otherwise have been killed or held hostage. What became of her is unknown: she may perhaps have died soon after, or lived under Roman protection elsewhere in Britain, or lived out her days in exile in Rome. Venutius lasted less than five years as ruler of Brigantia. Bolanus was replaced as governor by Petillius Cerealis, a seasoned soldier. Cerealis advanced into Brigantia and brought it directly under Roman rule.21 Like Cartimandua, Venutius disappeared from the record, his fate unknown.

			It is hard to know what Cartimandua was like, beyond the outlines. Almost everything we know about her is from Roman sources, coupled with archaeological evidence such as a fortified site at Stanwick, near Darlington, north Yorkshire, which may have been her capital. The Brigantes themselves are shadowy. They appear to have worshipped a goddess called Brigantia, who may have given them their name, ‘the people of the high one’. There were similarly named tribes in Gaul, Austria and Ireland, though it is not known whether these were in some way related.

			Cartimandua arguably served Brigantia’s interest by preserving quasi-independence, albeit temporarily and at the price of internal strife over whether to work with or against the Romans. She cannot be labelled a betrayer of Britons because there was at that time no British nation to betray; each tribe pursued its own interests. Boudica, by contrast, revolted against Roman rule, though she ultimately failed and her people suffered savage retribution. In the end, however, Cartimandua was unable to halt the spread of Roman rule northwards.

			Another governor, Gnaeus Julius Agricola, came close to annexing Caledonia. Scotland has never been fully conquered by forces from the south: neither the Roman Empire nor English medieval kings achieved it. Agricola arguably came closest. He became governor in 77 or 78 and remained in office for about six years, an exceptionally long term. The Roman army moved steadily north throughout his governorship, building forts on the way. He reached the Forth–Clyde isthmus and then the River Tay.22

			In 83 or 84, Agricola defeated the Caledonian tribes at the Battle of Mons Graupius. All we know about the location is that it was near a mountain. The tribes were led by Calgacus. Tacitus portrays him as making a rousing speech (certainly fabricated) in which he excoriates the Romans as ‘robbers of the world’: ‘To robbery, slaughter, plunder, they give the lying name of empire; they make a solitude and call it peace.’23 The battle took place on the slope of a hill where Calgacus’s warriors had assembled. Agricola’s cavalry broke through the tribesmen’s ranks and attacked them from behind. The warriors were trapped between the horsemen and Roman infantry units, leading to great slaughter. If Tacitus is to be believed (he was Agricola’s son-in-law), 10,000 Britons but only 360 Romans were killed.24 This was the high-water mark of Roman expansion. Agricola was soon recalled to Rome. The Romans drew back to the Forth–Clyde line. Troops were needed on the Danube, where two Roman armies had been defeated by Dacians.

			Early in the second century the Romans pulled back further to the Tyne–Solway. Emperor Hadrian decided to consolidate the empire’s frontiers. He arrived in Britain around 122 and started building his seventy-four-mile wall, the most visible reminder of the Roman presence in Britain and a structure without equal in any of the empire’s provinces. The wall is thought to have combined defence with customs control and frontier supervision. Britons on either side were treated as potential enemies.25

			Within a few years, however, Hadrian’s Wall was abandoned. Antoninus Pius, who succeeded Hadrian, had his own wall built further north along the Forth–Clyde line. The Historia Augusta says: ‘Lollius Urbicus, his legate, overcame the Britons and built a second wall, one of turf, after driving back the barbarians.’26 The Antonine Wall was shorter (37 miles) and simpler.27 It marked the largest formal extent that Roman Britain ever reached. Around 158 it, in turn, was abandoned and never reoccupied, for unknown reasons. Hadrian’s Wall again became the boundary and remained so until the end of Roman rule. It was a symbol of a frontier region that was to be fought over many times during two millennia. Even today it is a powerful reminder of the limits of empires and the border struggles that have formed the experience of Scots and the northern English.

			Northern Britain’s importance meant that six or seven emperors visited the region while holding supreme power. Septimius Severus, known as the African emperor, who was the mixed-race son of a provincial family from present-day Libya, ruled the empire from a base at Eboracum, or York, for four years until he died there in 211. The others were Hadrian, Severus’s sons Caracalla and Geta, Constantius I and his son Constantine the Great, and possibly Constans. Never has such power been wielded from northern England, yet their presence was also a sign of the region’s vulnerability.

			The third century was a landmark as the north gained self-governing status within the empire. Britain was split into two provinces. Britannia Inferior stretched from Hadrian’s Wall to south of Lincoln, while Britannia Superior (so called because it was geographically closer to Rome) covered southern England and Wales. Rarely has northern England been governed as a single entity: the other similar cases were Brigantia, which covered most of it, and the Anglian kingdom of Northumbria, which covered northern England and southern Scotland.

			Britannia Inferior benefited from imperial policy that poured money into militarised zones. The third century was turbulent in the empire: soldiers made and disposed of emperors. Hardly any emperors died peacefully. The focus was on the eastern frontier, threatened by Persians, and on the Rhine and Danube, where there were invasions by German tribes. There was a rapid succession of emperors raised to power by armies in the provinces. Britannia’s northern frontier, by contrast, was peaceful for much of the century.28

			Severus’s father was North African and his mother of Roman patrician descent.29 He emerged as emperor from a series of cataclysmic events in 193, the ‘Year of Five Emperors’, some of whom were assassinated or executed. Severus came to Britain in 208 with his wife Julia Domna and sons Caracalla and Geta, designated as his successors. He arrived possibly in response to a barbarian rebellion, though he may also have been seeking to remove his unruly sons from Rome’s temptations.30 Setting off from Rome with a retinue of servants and officials, Severus rode a horse for the first leg, to keep up appearances, but he was sixty-three and suffering from arthritis, so he was carried in a litter for most of the way, as also happened later on his northern military campaign.31

			On arriving in Britain, Severus left younger son Geta in the south to attend to justice and civil government. The elder son Antoninus, nicknamed Caracalla after a Gallic hooded tunic that he habitually wore, accompanied his father north. Severus made his headquarters at York. Campaigns in Caledonia took place in 209 and 210. The tribes fought a guerrilla war, as they had against Agricola, striking and then vanishing into forests and marshes.

			Unlike Agricola, Severus failed to engage them in a set-piece battle. He did eventually reach north-eastern Scotland. According to historian Cassius Dio, the tribes were forced to give up a large part of their territory. Dio also tells a story that Caracalla drew a sword as though about to kill his father while they were riding to receive the Britons’ surrender. Guards restrained Caracalla. Severus ignored the kerfuffle until after the surrender, when he challenged his son to murder him then and there if he wished.32 Severus proclaimed victory, but the tribes quickly disavowed the terms and restarted the war. Severus ordered another invasion, this time with instructions that soldiers should kill everyone they came across. He was preparing for it when he died at York in February 211. His body was cremated there and his ashes placed in a purple urn that he had thoughtfully provided for himself. Caracalla and Geta became joint emperors, which Severus probably hoped would end their bitter rivalry.33

			Caracalla became one of the most cruel and tyrannical emperors. On his father’s death, he ordered the execution of imperial household attendants; thirty decapitated male skeletons found at Driffield Terrace, York, in 2004 may be the victims.34 On returning to Rome, Caracalla killed his brother Geta, who died clinging to his mother. Orders were issued across the empire to remove Geta’s name from inscriptions and destroy his statues and portraits.

			It is unclear exactly when Britannia Superior and Inferior were created. It may have been a decision by Severus, who had already divided Syria. Alternatively, his intentions may have been carried out by Caracalla, or Caracalla may have decided himself to weaken the potential threat of revolt by a large province. Britannia Superior was home to the II and XX legions, while the legate of the VI legion governed Britannia Inferior. It is not known whether Britannia Inferior was in some way subordinate to Britannia Superior.

			Britannia Superior had its capital at Londinium (London), while that of Britannia Inferior was York, which saw its status raised from municipium, or town, to colonia, the highest status for a Roman city. Over about fifty years, many forts in the Pennines and on the northern frontier were repaired or partially rebuilt. Towns developed mainly in the south, with a few in the north such as Chester, York, Carlisle and Corbridge. Villas were created in east Yorkshire, though fewer than in the south. The most common urban settlement in the north was the vicus, a civilian area around a military base. The army’s presence attracted traders. However, a militarised province where the state controlled most land had limited potential for independent economic growth. It was exploited for grain and mineral wealth, such as silver-rich lead ores in the Peak District, the profits from which went to Rome rather than local communities.35

			The fourth century saw Roman troops in Britain frequently rebel as the empire began to fragment. The long peace on the northern frontier deteriorated in the face of barbarian incursions. The start of the century brought an odd echo of Severus’s story. When Constantius Chlorus was declared augustus, or joint senior emperor, he made an expedition to Britain with his son Constantine. Sources imply that he reached the far north of Scotland, like Agricola and Severus.36 In 306, Constantius, like Severus, died at York.

			Soldiers at York declared Constantine emperor, against the wishes of Constantius’s co-emperor.37 Constantine ‘the Great’ emerged as victor after a succession of wars. He issued the Edict of Milan, legitimising Christianity, which was already established in Britain. Later, Emperor Constans made a surprise expedition to Britain in 342–3, possibly to repel barbarian attacks or suppress a plot, though it is not known whether he came north. Security on the frontier deteriorated amid seaborne raiding by Picts from Scotland and Attacotti and Scotti from Ireland. The raids culminated in attacks in 367, which historian Ammianus Marcellinus labelled a ‘barbarian conspiracy’.38

			At the end of the fourth century the British provinces remained prosperous and Roman rule may still have seemed secure. Within a decade, however, everything had changed. Coinage ceased to arrive after 402, leaving troops unpaid. The last Roman troops were removed in 407. Amid instability in Rome, Britons declared themselves independent in 409. Greek historian Zosimus wrote, after Germanic raids:

			The barbarians beyond the Rhine made such unbounded incursions over every province, as to reduce not only the Britons, but some of the Celtic nations also to the necessity of revolting from the empire, and living no longer under the Roman laws but as they themselves pleased. The Britons therefore took up arms, and incurred many dangerous enterprises for their own protection, until they had freed their cities from the barbarians who besieged them.39

			What was life like in the Roman north? Roman soldiers held a disparaging opinion of native Britons, if one of the most celebrated Vindolanda tablets can be taken as a general view. These tablets – letters and documents written in ink on wafer-thin slivers of wood – are a rich source of information about life on the northern frontier. One unknown author wrote (translated from Latin): ‘The Britons are unprotected by armour. There are very many cavalry. The cavalry do not use swords, nor do the wretched Britons [Brittunculi] mount in order to throw javelins.’40 Brittunculi can alternatively be translated as ‘little Britons’. It is unclear whether the writer meant Britons serving in the Roman forces or the natives he was fighting. Either way, the term appears derogatory.

			The tablets, first discovered in 1973 in waterlogged deposits around the early wooden forts at Vindolanda, just south of Hadrian’s Wall, provide a fascinating insight. They date mostly from 90–105, when the Ninth Cohort of Batavians (from today’s Netherlands) and First Cohort of Tungrians (from northern Gaul) were based at Vindolanda. The best known was written by Claudia Severa, wife of the commander of a nearby fort, to Sulpicia Lepidina, wife of the Batavians’ commander, inviting her to a birthday party: ‘I shall expect you, sister. Farewell, sister, my dearest soul, as I hope to prosper, and hail.’41 The need for clothing and other comforts to withstand northern winters is a theme. One anonymous letter reads: ‘I have sent you … pairs of socks from Sattua, two pairs of sandals and two pairs of underpants.’42

			Soldiers at the fort were auxiliaries, non-citizen recruits who served for up to twenty-five years in return for Roman citizenship. They were not British. After a revolt by these very units on the River Meuse in 69, Rome followed a policy of not allowing native troops to serve within their province of origin. Names on the Vindolanda tablets suggest origins from Gaul, Germany, Pannonia, Dacia and Greece (probably Greek slaves) as well as the upper Rhine.43 Several artefacts and inscriptions clustered along Hadrian’s Wall also record the presence of Africans. Entertaining as the tablets are, they tell us little about native Britons’ lives or how they felt about the occupation. While Romans brought useful innovations to Britain, including roads and towns, they were colonisers who slaughtered and enslaved people. David Mattingly estimates that between 100,000 and 250,000 Britons perished in the conquest period of 43–83, out of a British population of about two million.44

			Romans stimulated the economy with new markets, increased demand and new tools. Theirs was a hierarchical society, ranging from landowners, administrators and military officials to peasant farmers, slaves and the urban poor. Romans expanded various industries and developed medical treatments. It was the first time in which washing, personal hygiene, fresh water supplies and waste disposal were organised in Britain.45 On the other hand, the population was probably exposed to tuberculosis and leprosy for the first time.

			Vindolanda revealed artefacts relating to women and children, suggesting that these were living not just with officers but in barracks designed for lower ranks. Native women’s position was particularly vulnerable. At Chester, Pompeius Optatus, probably a soldier, paid for a tombstone for three slave children from his household, likely to have been his own children with a female slave. At South Shields, Barates the Syrian erected a memorial to his British wife Regina, depicting her as a Roman matron. He had evidently freed and married her, only for Regina to die aged thirty.46

			Romans sometimes paired a British god with one of their own. In the north, for example, the war god Mars was often combined with Celtic warrior god Cocidius, usually depicted in a similar manner to Mars with spear and shield. This is the Roman concept of interpretatio, defined by Tacitus as ‘the interpretation of alien deities and of the rites associated with them’.47

			Our understanding about life in the Roman north will forever be distorted by having only one side of the story. We can never, sadly, see native Britons’ experience through their own eyes. After the Romans departed, the provincial system of government gave way to something more regionally fragmented, based on the power of local rulers. There was a lack of new coins in circulation, either imported or minted locally, which indicates that the financial and taxation system ceased to operate. Manufacture of pottery and other goods declined and trade in goods with the continent halted abruptly.

			Anglo-Saxon migrants had become established by the mid-fifth century, though they were not in the ascendancy until the sixth. A British leader called Vortigern was reported by historians to have invited a force of Angles and Saxons led by Hengest and Horsa to repel barbarians. Hengest and Horsa (if they really existed) turned against the Britons and defeated them in a series of battles.48 The Romano-British rallied under the leadership of Ambrosius Aurelianus, a possibly mythical figure like King Arthur; in later chronicles he is transformed into Arthur’s uncle. Ambrosius, the last Roman-type figure in Britain’s history, is said to have defeated the Saxons at the Battle of Mount Badon in or around 493. Even if he did, it was only a temporary relief.

			The end of Roman Britain and birth of Anglo-Saxon England and the Celtic kingdoms seems to have been a gradual process. In northern England, the Romans left a remarkable legacy. They created a network of forts and roads that tied the region into an economic and social system that stretched beyond Egypt. Two thousand years on, their impact on the north’s infrastructure and geography remains visible today. The experience of having been a strategically important, self-governing province in a mighty European empire remains central to the north’s self-image.

		

		
			CHAPTER 2

			The Kingdom of Northumbria

			The ‘Dark Ages’ brought more than mead halls, warlords, paganism and songs of dragons and vengeful gods to northern England. The Anglian kingdom of Northumbria arguably achieved greater political power, and certainly greater autonomy, than the north has seen since. Northumbria existed from the early seventh to the late ninth century and stretched at its fullest from the Forth to below the Humber. Four of its kings – Edwin, Oswald, Oswiu and Ecgfrith – exercised a degree of dominance over other kingdoms, north and south. Northumbria vied with Mercia for overlordship over other Anglo-Saxon territories.

			More remarkable still, Northumbria transformed itself in little more than a century from a pagan, illiterate society into northern Europe’s leading intellectual, Christian and artistic centre. Its golden age produced scholars such as Bede and Alcuin and exquisite illuminated manuscripts such as the Lindisfarne Gospels; it sent missionaries to the pagans of Germany and representatives to the court of Charlemagne and assembled some of the finest libraries. Northumbria was at the crossroads of Europe, influenced from the west by Celtic Christian missionaries and settled in the east by Germanic and Scandinavian migrants.

			Yet the kingdom did not endure. Like other Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, its organisation was unstable, with warrior rulers relying on conquest and exacting tribute from other kingdoms to reward followers. Instability increased in the eighth century as rivalry for the crown among noble families grew. The monarchy was weakened by giving away too much land in perpetuity to create monasteries. Sixteen kings ruled during the eighth century and their life expectancy was as poor as that of Roman emperors: most were murdered, deposed, exiled or abdicated to become monks.1

			Viking raids began in 793 with an attack on Lindisfarne. Alcuin believed this was divine retribution for monks who preferred feasting and hunting to God’s work.2 By 867, the Great Danish Army had seized control of York, dividing Northumbria and in effect ending its independent existence. Eventually it was absorbed into the nascent kingdom of England. Had Northumbria endured, northern England might today have been at the centre of a northern-focused Britain, instead of an outlying region of one governed from the south.

			The name ‘Northumbrians’ first appeared in 731, in Latin, in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, to describe those living north of the Humber;3 in distinguishing them from southerners, he gives us the earliest exposition of north–south consciousness. For Northumbria’s origins, however, we must go back to the obscure period following the end of Roman rule. Immigrants from northern Germany, Frisia and southern Scandinavia began arriving in Britain around 430, probably in small groups, with larger migration from mid-century.4

			Scholarly opinion has largely shifted from the notion that the Germanic incomers wiped out the Celtic British population or drove them westwards to Wales, towards the view that most of the existing population stayed and gradually adopted the new arrivals’ language and culture. There are similar examples of new, prestigious, minority languages displacing existing languages elsewhere. For example, Latin replaced Gaulish in France and Gaelic replaced Pictish in Scotland.5 Archaeological evidence such as mixed burial sites points to assimilation.6 Palaeobotany tells us there was no large-scale reforestation, which would have been expected if the native population had fled or been destroyed, unless there was compensatory immigration on an implausible scale.7 A 2015 genetic study by Oxford academics concluded that there was no genocide or complete disappearance of Britons.8

			While most people appear to have assimilated, the Romano-British ruling class was displaced. Bede names Ida as ‘the founder of the royal family of the Northumbrians’.9 Ida began to rule in 547, probably only over Bernicia, the province centred on Northumberland and Durham, with its capital at Bamburgh.

			Ida’s grandson Æthelfrith became king of Bernicia around 593 and later also Deira, the province roughly covering today’s Yorkshire – thus uniting Northumbria’s main constituent parts. Æthelfrith, seen as Northumbria’s founding father, subjugated neighbouring British kingdoms. To Bede, Æthelfrith was a ‘brave and ambitious king’ who

			ravaged the Britons more than all the chiefs of the English, insomuch that he might be compared to Saul of old, king of the Israelites, save only in this, that he was ignorant of divine religion. For he conquered more territories from the Britons than any other chieftain or king, either subduing the inhabitants and making them tributary, or driving them out and planting the English in their places.10

			Britons called him Flesaur, or ‘the twister’.11

			Áedán mac Gabráin, the Irish king of Dál Riata, covering parts of western Scotland and north-eastern Ireland, led an army in 603 in a pre-emptive strike against Æthelfrith’s growing threat. Although Æthelfrith commanded an inferior force, according to Bede, he won a crushing victory at a place called Degsastan, in which most of Áedán’s army was killed and Áedán fled.12 Bede says Æthelfrith’s victory was so great that the Irish kings in Britain would not make war on the English again, right up to Bede’s time. Æthelfrith gained control of Deira around 604 – whether by force or persuasion is unknown – and apparently married Acha, daughter of Ælla, former king of Deira.13 Later Æthelfrith turned to deal with the Welsh, defeating the kingdom of Powys in a battle at Chester. Bede tells us that Æthelfrith ordered his warriors to attack and kill hundreds of Welsh monks who had come to pray for their side’s victory.14

			During Æthelfrith’s reign, Acha’s brother Edwin went into exile, where he led a wandering life, never safe from Æthelfrith’s efforts to exterminate Deiran opposition to his rule.15 Some later sources suggest that Edwin spent his childhood in the Welsh kingdom of Gwynedd. If so, he would have been foster-brother to Cadwallon, with whom he eventually had a lethal feud. By the 610s Edwin was in Mercia under the protection of King Cearl, whose daughter Coenburh he married. Edwin then went to stay with Rædwald, king of East Anglia (considered by historians to be the likely occupant of the Sutton Hoo ship-burial). According to Bede, Æthelfrith attempted to bribe, threaten and cajole Rædwald to kill Edwin. Rædwald came close to succumbing, but was dissuaded by his wife. Rædwald and Edwin then attacked Æthelfrith, taking him by surprise and killing him in a battle in 616, believed to have taken place at Bawtry.16

			The death of Northumbria’s first king underlined the fragility of early Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, which had no institutions or concept of statehood. Everything depended on the person of the king. Æthelfrith’s sons Eanfrith, Oswald and Oswiu survived, however, and fled into exile. Rædwald delegated rule of the north to Edwin who became king of Northumbria. Edwin invaded Elmet, a small kingdom in what is today west Yorkshire, and drove out its king. Then he took the bold step of seizing control of Anglesey and the Isle of Man. He besieged Cadwallon, by then king of Gwynedd, but failed to kill him, which was ultimately to cost Edwin his own life.17

			Edwin was initially under Rædwald’s protection, which lasted until Rædwald died around 624–5. The untried Edwin then faced a threat in southern Britain from Cuichelm, king of the West Saxons. Edwin’s response was to send envoys to Eadbald of Kent, at that stage the only Christian king in England. The alliance was cemented by Edwin agreeing to marry Eadbald’s sister Æthelburh, daughter of a Frankish princess. (It is not known whether Edwin’s Mercian queen, Coenburh, had died or if he repudiated her.18)

			Edwin made some half-hearted promises about converting to Christianity, which he was in no hurry to keep. In 625 Æthelburh travelled north with her entourage, including Paulinus, a Roman missionary who had been preaching in Kent for more than twenty years; he was originally part of Augustine’s mission to Canterbury to Christianise the Anglo-Saxons. Paulinus was consecrated bishop in the ancient Roman principia at York, where he began to construct the first Christian church to be built in England for more than two hundred years: a small wooden oratory. Edwin prevaricated over conversion, weighing up political pros and cons. His interference in southern politics antagonised Cuichelm, who sent an envoy named Eomer to Edwin’s court beside the River Derwent. As he addressed the court, Eomer drew a short sword, smeared with poison, and rushed at the king. In the fracas Edwin was wounded and two of his thegns slain. That night, Æthelburh gave birth to a daughter whom they named Eanflæd.19

			Edwin had to avenge the attack, but he was an inexperienced warrior. Bede portrays Edwin as an indecisive man of weak character whom Paulinus was able to persuade to his own viewpoint. He was certainly not rash; he weighed political considerations carefully before acting. Paulinus persuaded Edwin to convert, but the king made a condition: he committed himself to Christianity provided that he was granted victory over Cuichelm, which would demonstrate that the Christian God was as effective in war as his tribal totem, Woden.20 Edwin’s campaign against the West Saxons was successful: five sub-kings were slain, though Cuichelm himself survived. Edwin’s victory made him the most powerful English warlord. He subsequently embarked on consultations about converting to Christianity, culminating in a theatrical conference at which his ‘noblest friends and advisers’ concurred with his decision to convert.21

			In Bede’s account, the first witness was Coifi, the pagan chief priest, who was keen to renounce his former religion. Another witness made a striking rhetorical allegory:

			The present life of man upon earth, O king, seems to me, in comparison with that time which is unknown to us, like to the swift flight of a sparrow through the house wherein you sit at supper in winter, with your ealdormen and thegns, while the fire blazes in the midst, and the hall is warmed, but the wintry storms of rain or snow are raging abroad. The sparrow, flying in at one door and immediately out at another, whilst he is within, is safe from the wintry tempest; but after a short space of fair weather, he immediately vanishes out of your sight, passing from winter into winter again. So this life of man appears for a little while, but of what is to follow or what went before we know nothing at all. If, therefore, this new doctrine tells us something more certain, it seems justly to deserve to be followed.22

			Deira was now Christian, in name at least. Bede saw Edwin as laying the foundations of a Christian Anglo-Saxon state, but Christianity’s hold on Northumbria at this stage was not deep. The Northumbrian church was only six years old when Edwin’s army was defeated in 632 by Cadwallon and Penda, an energetic member of the Mercian royal house, at Hæthfelth, or Hatfield. Edwin was killed along with his son Osfrith. With this defeat, Bernicia and Deira reverted briefly to home-grown kings and paganism.

			Edwin was eventually succeeded by Oswald, son of Æthelfrith. Oswald ruled Northumbria for just eight years, from 634 to 642, yet he stands out as one of British history’s most charismatic monarchs. A warrior known as ‘Whiteblade’ or ‘Blessed arm’, Oswald was the first English king to die a Christian martyr; he became venerated as a saint. He brought Bernicia and Deira once again under a single ruler and promoted the spread of Irish Christianity. His rule, along with that of his successors – his brother Oswiu and nephew Ecgfrith – marked the zenith of Northumbria’s power. He was the embodiment of a romantic hero, as Max Adams notes in The King in the North: The Life and Times of Oswald of Northumbria – the righteous exiled prince whose destiny is to return triumphant to reclaim his kingdom. Adams even suggests that Oswald was the model for another claimant returned from exile, Tolkien’s Aragorn in The Lord of the Rings – which, though plausible, is speculation.23

			Oswald’s short rule began and ended in violence. Yet in the view of Bede, his saintliness was derived from meek behaviour rather than martyrdom in battle against Mercia.24 After his death at the Battle of Maserfelth (possibly at Oswestry, or Oswald’s Tree), tales of miracles quickly grew up around the place where he fell. A cult developed around him that spread across Europe and lasted for centuries. His relics were much in demand: while Oswald’s head is interred in Durham Cathedral, at least four other medieval churches claimed to possess it.25

			Oswald and his brothers, following their father’s death and uncle Edwin’s accession, had fled into exile in Dál Riata, probably with their mother, Acha. Oswald was twelve. Oswald and Oswiu were educated on Iona, in the monastery of St Columba (properly Colm Cille), where he was converted to Christianity. After Edwin was killed at Hatfield, Northumbria again split into constituent kingdoms. Oswald’s half-brother Eanfrith briefly became king of Bernicia, but was killed by Cadwallon after attempting to negotiate peace. Then Oswald met Cadwallon in battle at Heavenfield, near Hexham. Before the battle, Oswald had a wooden cross erected, then knelt and asked his army to pray with him. According to Adomnán’s Life of Saint Columba, Oswald had a vision of Columba, who told him: ‘Be strong and act manfully. Behold, I will be with thee.’ He defeated and killed Cadwallon despite the Welsh king’s superior numbers.26

			Oswald’s victory made him overlord of all the lands north of the Humber up to the Forth, yet his rule began modestly by establishing a small community of monks on Lindisfarne, an island off Bernicia. He asked Iona for a bishop to facilitate his people’s conversion. Irish Christianity was an offshoot of British Christianity, introduced to Ireland by St Patrick and other missionaries and thence to Scotland, largely by Columba. Long isolation led to significant differences between the Irish church’s customs and those of Rome. The first bishop was unsuccessful. Iona then sent Aidan, probably a senior monk.

			Oswald gave Lindisfarne to Aidan as his episcopal see. Bede has nothing but praise for Aidan’s humility and commitment to poverty.27 Bede, in emphasising Oswald’s saintliness, recounts the king’s generosity to the poor and to strangers. In one story set at Easter – possibly imaginary – Oswald was sitting at dinner with Aidan and had a silver dish full of ‘dainties’ before him, when a servant came in to say that a crowd of the poor were in the streets begging alms from the king. Oswald immediately gave his food to them and even had the silver dish broken up and distributed. Aidan, impressed, seized Oswald’s right hand and said: ‘May this hand never decay.’28

			Oswald was king of Bernicia, Deira and Lindsey. Bede claims that Oswald ‘held under his sway all the nations and kingdoms of Britain’,29 but he struggled in the face of Penda’s rise to power in Mercia. Conflict with the pagan Mercians proved Oswald’s undoing and he died in battle against Penda at Maserfelth. Oswald’s head and hands were put on stakes and his body dragged from the field so that he would not receive a hero’s burial.30 A year after his death, Oswald’s brother Oswiu journeyed to the battlefield and took away what remained of him. His head was buried on Lindisfarne (and later moved to Durham) and his hands and arms interred at Bamburgh.

			After Oswald’s death, Oswiu succeeded him in Bernicia. Oswiu was a devoted Christian like his brother and founded monasteries including Gilling Abbey and Whitby Abbey. Unlike his brother, he struggled to assert authority over Deira for much of his twenty-eight-year reign, the first half of which was spent in Penda’s shadow. Oswiu was, though, a canny, ruthless politician who became for a short period overlord of Britain. His ruthlessness was apparent in his treatment of Deira’s new ruler, Oswine, son of Deira’s last independent king, Osric. After a few years of peace, Oswiu and Oswine raised armies against each other. Oswine then shied away from conflict and disbanded his army; he was betrayed by a friend and delivered to Oswiu’s soldiers, who murdered him.31

			Oswiu had married Edwin’s daughter Eanflæd in an effort to make himself more acceptable to the Deirans, but still he did not take direct control of Deira after Oswine’s death. Instead, Oswald’s son Œthelwald was installed, probably as sub-king. Œthelwald soon took a rebellious line, however. He fought with Penda against Oswiu, after which he disappeared from the historical record. Oswiu attempted to ease tensions with the pagan Penda in the early 650s by marrying his son Alhfrith to Penda’s daughter Cyneburh, while his daughter Alhflaed married Penda’s son Paeda, who was then baptised a Christian at a ceremony in Bernicia. However, things broke down in 655 when Penda invaded Bernicia with a large army. Oswiu finally met Penda in battle at the River Winwaed, near Leeds, and won an unlikely victory against heavy odds in which the Mercian king was killed.32

			The death of Penda placed Oswiu in a dominant position. He installed Alhfrith as sub-king of Deira, while Paeda became king of southern Mercia and Oswiu himself took the north of the kingdom. Oswiu’s total domination lasted only about three years, however. It ended when Paeda was assassinated, supposedly poisoned by his wife, Oswiu’s daughter Alhflaed. A revolt by Mercian nobles led to Penda’s son Wulfhere being installed as Mercia’s first Christian king.

			Meanwhile religious tensions were growing in Northumbria. Oswiu followed the Celtic Christian tradition whereas his wife Eanflæd, raised in the courts of Kent and Frankia, was a Roman Christian. Oswiu’s son Alhfrith, who had been brought up as a Celtic Christian, adopted Roman practices at the urging of Wilfrid, a charismatic, noble-born priest who had studied at Lindisfarne, in Gaul and in Rome. Alhfrith, exerting independence from his father, expelled Lindisfarne-educated monks from a new monastery at Ripon and replaced them with monks of Roman persuasion.33

			To settle the religious conflict, Oswiu convened and chaired the momentous Synod of Whitby in 664.34 The main bone of contention was differing methods of calculating the date of Easter. Other differences included the style of monastic tonsure (round for the Romans, horseshoe-shaped for the Celts) and the system of penance. The royal decision was in favour of the Roman tradition, for reasons that appear as much political as ecclesiastical. It enabled Oswiu to outflank Alhfrith, retain his political supremacy and ingratiate himself with the pope. It shored up his influence among southern English kingdoms and gave him a voice in the appointment of the next Archbishop of Canterbury. In protest, Bishop Colman of Lindisfarne and other Celtic monks left for Iona and then the west of Ireland.

			One holy man who appears to have accepted the Roman customs is Cuthbert, who was called on to introduce them at Lindisfarne when he became prior there. Noted for his piety, asceticism and generosity to the poor, Cuthbert – a simple shepherd – spent much time carrying out missionary work around Northumbria before becoming a hermit; he had a brief spell as bishop of Lindisfarne before he died. A posthumous cult grew, making him northern England’s most popular saint. People from Northumbria have long believed that St Cuthbert protects them at times of peril. In the Second World War, some believed that he created an impenetrable mist to shield Newcastle and Durham from Luftwaffe bombing raids.35

			The Romanist party advanced rapidly after the synod. The see of York was revived and eventually Wilfrid was appointed to it. Oswiu extended the Church’s spiritual and civil role and built the foundations of what started to look more like a state. Oswiu died in 670, the first of his line to die of natural causes. Ecgfrith succeeded his father as ruler of Northumbria. However, the luck of the ruling Iding family was running out.36 Married twice, Ecgfrith failed to produce an heir. An impetuous military campaign was to end with his death at the hands of the Picts at Nechtansmere, near Forfar, in 685. After Nechtansmere, Northumbria never regained its dominance of central or even northern Britain.

			Ecgfrith was succeeded by his half-brother Aldfrith, son of Oswiu and an Irish princess named Fín. Aldfrith was a scholar and the first literate Anglo-Saxon king. Bede says that Aldfrith ‘nobly retrieved the ruined state of the kingdom, though within narrower bounds’.37 Aldfrith was no warrior; he did not embark on wars of conquest or seek to extend Northumbria’s frontiers. However, he presided over the beginning of Northumbria’s golden age of creativity.

			Aldfrith died in 704 or 705 and was succeeded by his young son Osred, though only after a civil war against a claimant called Eadwulf. Osred was slain, possibly by the Picts, at age twenty after an eleven-year reign. Northumbria had been ruled by a single dynasty from 634 until Osred’s death in 716, but the next 150 years were to be different. Henceforward the kingship was disputed by several families with claims to royal descent.38 Kings were murdered, deposed, forcibly tonsured, immured in monasteries or driven into exile. The turnover of kings in the eighth century was double what it had been in the seventh.

			The Northumbrian monarchy had become weakened partly because, without external conquests, it was not winning spoils with which to reward followers. It was also paying the price for giving away so much land to bishops and monasteries, which had begun in earnest under Oswiu. The policy was aimed at spreading Christianity and securing the allegiance of senior clerics, but Bede warned that the permanent alienation of royal estates would deprive young warriors of lands they might otherwise have expected as a reward. Northumbrian kings were thus forced to depend on the goodwill of other members of the aristocracy, which meant a constantly shifting system of factional alliances. When Viking raids began, it was in a kingdom already weakened from within.

		

		
			CHAPTER 3

			Bede, Hilda and the Golden Age

			The Benedictine monk Bede (c.673–735) shone brightly in Northumbria’s golden age. Widely seen as the foremost scholar of early medieval Europe, he was the only Englishman named in Dante’s Paradiso. The Venerable Bede was the polymath’s polymath, England’s first historian and its only native Doctor of the Church. His renown could easily survive being satirised as ‘the Venomous Bead’ in Sellar and Yeatman’s 1066 and All That.

			Northumbria’s cultural flowering was eclectic and cosmopolitan. It lit up the Dark Ages. From the mid-seventh to the late eighth centuries, it melded Anglo-Saxon, Irish, Scottish and British cultures with influences from continental Christendom. It encompassed illuminated manuscripts such as the Lindisfarne Gospels and Codex Amiatinus, the Ruthwell and Bewcastle stone crosses, and scholars such as Bede and Alcuin, along with the beginnings of English poetry.

			The political context was often unstable, but conversion to Christianity crucially brought literacy. Oral, pagan culture no doubt had strengths, though much of it is lost today. Christianity offered the ruling elite not just possible eternal salvation, but also opportunity for their words and deeds to live for ever, as well as a means to write laws and create a framework of administration. Literacy and scholarship were concentrated in monasteries, notably Monkwearmouth-Jarrow, Lindisfarne and Ripon. Reading and writing is unlikely to have spread quickly within secular society. Christianity itself probably took generations to spread through the population.

			Bede is best remembered for his Ecclesiastical History of the English People (c.731), for which he is labelled the ‘father of English history’. He also wrote more than sixty works on science, cosmology, biblical commentary, hagiography, orthography, poetic metre and the reckoning of time.1 Bede wrote lucidly about how the spherical earth influenced the changing length of daylight. He had a leading role in spreading the Anno Domini (‘year of our Lord’) system of dating from Christ’s birth. He worked out how tides worked and why times varied along the same coast.

			Bede, probably from a noble family, was placed at age seven in Monkwearmouth-Jarrow and educated under its founding abbot, Benedict Biscop, and his successor Ceolfrith. Bede spent his life at the monastery, where he had access to one of Europe’s most extensive libraries, estimated at more than two hundred books. He was fluent in Latin, in which he wrote, and able to read Greek. He seems not to have travelled much, though he may have visited Lindisfarne and York. For his Ecclesiastical History, he relied on information from correspondents around Britain. He devoted his life to teaching and writing and did not rise above the rank of priest. Most of his writings were commentaries on the Bible. He also composed hagiographies, or saints’ lives, including two of St Cuthbert. Bede placed his scholarly activities behind the performance of his duties as a monk, such as singing the divine office. While in some ways Bede seems modern, in others his worldview was very different to our own, notably his emphasis on miracles, visions and uncorruptible bodies.

			In his first work on time, De Temporibus, Bede offered a radical recalculation of the age of the world, which he thought was 1,200 years younger than in an influential calculation by Eusebius of Caesarea. It led to Bede being accused, in his absence, of heresy by members of Bishop Wilfrid’s household. Bede’s response was a letter in which he labelled his accusers lewd rustics.2 Bede’s De Temporum Ratione (‘On the Reckoning of Time’), one of his most influential works, was a textbook on computus – methods of calculating time – written in response to debate about how to calculate the date of Easter. By the end of the eighth century, scholars and clerics across Europe were using Bede’s method not only to measure the cycle of Christian feasts, but also to measure dates by which biblical epochs could be linked to the present.3 We should be wary of seeing Bede as a historian in the modern sense. His Ecclesiastical History had a didactic purpose, to show how the past reveals the unfolding of divine will. He celebrated the rise of the Roman Church in Britain.

			The circumstances of Bede’s death were recorded in a letter by his pupil Cuthbert, who says Bede spent his final days praying and teaching, dictating a translation of the Gospel of St John and making extracts from a work by Isidore of Seville. He distributed possessions among the monks, namely pepper (an expensive commodity), incense and liturgical
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