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PREFACE

I have long been fascinated by the kings and queens who have ruled these British Isles. I don’t mean simply the forty-three from William the Conqueror to our present Elizabeth II, only twelve of whom have ruled a ‘united’ kingdom, but all of them, almost a thousand, stretching back over two thousand years.

Many of them we know little about, yet they all contributed to the development (not all of it beneficial) of these islands, and many of them interweave in a complex and fascinating way. You can picture it almost like the many tributaries of the mighty river Amazon. Hundreds of these small streams and rivulets starting high up in the Andes and other mountainous regions of South America, filter down, combine and gradually create bigger and bigger rivers until they all flow into the Amazon, the greatest river of them all.

So too the many chieftains and petty tribal kings of England, each of whom ruled their territories, fought with others over theirs, gradually merging some territory, perhaps dividing others, but all steadily coming together over a period of some seventeen hundred years until the United Kingdom emerged in the eighteenth century. The British royal family is one of the oldest in the world. Queen Elizabeth II can trace her ancestry back with certainty for fifteen hundred years and with a degree of accuracy another five hundred. Very few of the world’s remaining royal families can do that.

That has been my fascination. Over the years I have gathered data on all of these rulers and, in 1998, I was at last able to bring this together in my book British Monarchs, subsequently issued in paperback as The Mammoth Book of British Kings & Queens. That was a rather mighty tome – all 840 or so tightly printed pages – but it achieved what I wanted to do, capturing all the data available on those thousand kings.

However, the picture is so vast and complex that it helps to have a simpler version, one that tells the story from start to finish without too many diversions and backwaters and tributaries. With the considerable help of Elfreda Powell, this Brief History does just that. You will be able to follow through the story of the many rulers of Britain from the earliest times down to the present day and see how the United Kingdom came about and what part each ruler played.

Today the British monarchy has but a symbolic, ceremonial role, whose crucial power is one of restraint. This, of course, was not always so. Our first kings were absolute rulers and warriors. Over the centuries the concept of kingship has changed drastically, often turbulently, as our warring kingdoms evolved, conquered and eventually coalesced.

Fighting and slaughter were not confined to neighbouring tribes and kingdoms, or to kings and their ambitious relatives, but wave after wave of invaders – Romans, Saxons, Angles, Danes, Vikings, Normans – raided our shores, causing havoc and devastation, until the Normans imposed their strict rule and created order. The main part of this book concentrates on that magnificent procession of strong, weak, benign and bloodthirsty kings and queens whose ambitions, or lack of them, made this kingdom what it is today. The book is also full of charts and lists to help take you through these complex tributaries to the one mighty river of today.

Whether one is a devout royalist or a staunch republican one cannot but be intrigued and fascinated by the process that caused this evolution and by the thousand or so known kings or queens who have ruled part or all of Britain. This book tells that story.

– Mike Ashley


Kingdom Against
Kingdom:

Early Britain



PREHISTORY

The islands that form Great Britain have been occupied by humans since the end of the last Ice Age, when a social structure began to emerge that brought with it the need for more powerful and organized leaders. It seems that communities inevitably fall into hierarchies and need a dominant figure to lead, someone whom they can respect and elevate to a higher level – almost to one of godhead. We have no record of what these people were like in Britain’s earliest times, however. Whether they were men who had distinguished themselves through brute strength or cunning, or whether they possessed certain outstanding mystical qualities to become leaders of their nomadic tribes, we do not know. But their role would have been primarily to defend their territory and help their kinsmen to subsist through the changing seasons by hunting and gleaning.

There have been kings and chieftains in Britain for at least 3,000 years. The magnificent tomb discovered at Forteviot in Scotland in 2009 and which dates back to 2000BC was almost certainly for royalty or someone worshipped as a hero. The population of the whole of Britain at that time was about 250,000 rising to perhaps 1.5 million by the time of the Roman conquest. the population of the whole country not exceeding about 20,000. Historians vary on dates but from about the eighth century BC, Celtic culture and probably language from the nearby continent, notably Gaul, began to influence the native British. There was no invasion of the island by the Celts but there was a cultural and social change which brought with it a superior knowledge of iron to make weapons, farm tools and transport.

From about 100BC there was an increased migration of Celts from Gaul into southern Britain which further reinforced the development of a tribal structure with an aristocratic hierarchy. These Celts were highly mobile. They fought with swords and spears and used two-wheeled chariots. These were the Belgae who settled in what is now Kent, the Atrebates in Hampshire and Sussex, and the Parisii in Yorkshire; while other natives tribes, their sworn enemies, were the Trinovantes in Essex, the Iceni in Norfolk, the Dobunni in the Cotswolds, the Dumnonii in Cornwall, the Silures and Ordovices in Wales and the Marches, and the Brigantes of Yorkshire, all independent of one another. In northern Britain (now Scotland) were the Picts.

When the Greek navigator **********Pytheas visited Britain in the fourth century BC and sailed around the island, he noted that it was a country of many kings. Pytheas visited the tin mines of Cornwall where there was a thriving trade with Greece and the Middle East. Britain was known to the Greeks as the Tin, or Pretanic, Isles, from whence the name Britain comes.********

We know little of these kingdoms’ individual leaders before the Romans recorded them. Celtic tradition, however, has kept alive many of the names of Irish kings and there are also many stories about the Irish settlement of parts of Britain. One such tells us that around the year 330BC Fergus, the son of Feradach, a descendant of Conn of A Hundred Battles, high king of Ireland, settled in the western highlands of Argyll. There is a legend, variously dated, that Cruithne, the ancestor of the Picts, settled in northern Britain from Ireland and from his sons sprang the seven provinces of Pictland. Setting aside the likelihood of such legends there is little doubt that there was much relationship between the natives of Britain and of Ireland throughout the pre-Roman era, and that this continued beyond the Roman conquest.

Legend also tells us of a British king, Beli Mawr (Mawr means ‘the Great’), father of Llud, mentioned in the twelfth-century History of the Kings of Britain, written by Geoffrey of Mon-mouth, who, again, relies on legend rather than fact (he also claims that the first king of Britain was Brutus, great grandson of the Trojan prince Aeneas!). Llud’s name still survives in Ludgate in the City of London.

The earliest known historical British king is Caswallon or Cassivelaunos who flourished between 60 and 48BC. He ruled the Catuvellauni tribe who dominated the lands to the north of the Thames, and most of what is now Bedfordshire, Hertfordshire, Berkshire and Oxfordshire and into Wiltshire. His stronghold was at Wheathamstead. We know nothing of Caswallon’s background other than that he was allegedly the son of Beli and brother of Lud. He was evidently a powerful warrior able to establish himself as the high king of the British tribes as, before Caesar’s invasion of Britain in 55BC, Caswallon had already attacked the tribe of the Trinovantes in Essex and killed their king. Other, smaller tribes looked to Caswallon as their overlord, and, more importantly, protector, as Caesar prepared for his invasion.

Julius Caesar’s first foray into Britain was something of a disaster. In 59BC he had decided to rout the troublesome Belgae from Gaul and many had fled to join their kinsmen in Kent. Caesar assembled a fleet of a hundred ships and an army of 10,000 infantry and cavalry and set sail for the Kentish Coast. While the infantry had problems finding a suitable landing place, the cavalry who followed were forced to return to harbour in a violent storm and a number of transport ships ‘were shattered, having lost their cables, anchors and the remainder of their tackle,’ near what is now Deal, and ‘were unusable, which . . . threw the whole army into great consternation’, Caesar recorded. After a few minor skirmishes Caesar ordered a retreat to Gaul. Even his second campaign a year later was not decisive. It is said that Caswallon had an army of over 4,000 charioteers (although that seems a wild exaggeration), let alone infantry. But, in the end, they were no match for the Romans.

After a series of battles and sorties, the British were forced into an encampment guarded by stakes along the north side of the Thames. Realizing the strength of the Roman army, Caswallon negotiated with Caesar, who exacted tributes and hostages, and returned to Gaul, where he feared another uprising. The fact that Caesar was unable to conquer Britain outright says something for the power and determination of the British tribes and of Caswallon as leader. The Romans saw it slightly differently: ‘Caesar . . . did indeed intimidate the natives by a victory and secure a grip on the coast. But he may fairly be said to have merely drawn attention to the island: it was not his to bequeath,’ Tacitus commented.

It would be almost ninety years before the Romans returned.

In the interim, another king: Cunobelin, or Cymbeline as Shakespeare called him, became one of the most powerful kings of the ancient British. He is said to have been the grandson of Caswallon and his stronghold was situated at what is now St Albans. He first invaded the kingdom of the Trinovantes and captured their headquarters near the mouth of the River Colne at Camulodunam (now Colchester) in AD10. The chief of that tribe was forced to flee and eventually he sought the protection of Emperor Augustus in Rome. Camulodunam was a collection of scattered huts stretching over several hundred acres and fortified by a system of dykes. It was, at the time, the largest settlement in Britain. Cunobelin now decided to use Camulodunam as his base, and with the river’s outlet in the North Sea, he was thus able to conduct an expanding trade with Europe of cattle, corn, hides, iron, silver and slaves, in return for jars of southern wine, delicate jewellery, glassware and pottery.

By AD20 Cunobelin controlled a kingdom stretching from the north bank of the Thames over all the south-east. His power became a growing concern for the Roman Emperors, Augustus, Tiberius and Caligula, all of whom considered campaigns against him, but had to use all their military power to contain hostile tribes in Germany. Ever more ambitious, he continued to extend his territory, attacking the Atrebates and marching through what is now Sussex, Hampshire and Dorset, finally capturing the iron age fort of Maiden Castle. Cunobelin may be seen as the last great pre-Roman British king. He ruled his kingdom with a strong hand, but when he died in AD40 his kingdom collapsed.

Cunobelin had managed to remain on reasonably friendly terms with the Romans; his heir and successor, Caratacus (Caradoc), however, would have to contend with the mighty Roman invading army. A list of the known early British kings will be found starting on page 414.



THE ROMAN
OCCUPATION (43–410)

‘Britain yields gold, silver, and other metals, to make it worth conquering’ wrote the first-century Roman writer Tacitus, but warned: ‘We are dealing with barbarians’.

(The word Celt, coming from the Greek word Keltoi, means precisely that – barbarians).

It finally fell to Emperor Claudius, in AD43, to organize the invasion, with Aulus Plautius leading the Roman army. This time they came with 40,000 men and landed on the Kent coast. They marched inland and engaged Caratacus and his army in the Battle of the Medway. Caratacus and his men were defeated and fled northwards to his father’s former stronghold at Camulodunam. The Roman army pursued them, forging northwards until they reached a Celtic ford across the Thames, where ‘it empties into the sea and at floodtime forms a lake’, wrote Caius Dio. They crossed the river by raft, while their German contingent was obliged to swim. From there they pressed on but by the time they reached Camulodunam, Caratacus had fled westwards, into the lands of the Dobunni, around Gloucestershire, where he would initially build his defences and would continue a guerrilla warfare that would last for another ten years.

Claudius, meanwhile, remained for sixteen days on the island, during which he received the homage of eleven chieftains from the south-east, and a bridge-head was built at that Celtic ford, Llyn-Din, the hill by the pool, which would become Londinium, a strategically important site for the new Roman occupiers: easily reached by trading ships from Europe, but far enough inland from marauding sea raiders, and on a river that led into the heart of the country.

Claudius would never return to Britain, and would die eleven years later, possibly from poisoning. But from Rome he established the first governorship of Britain by Plautius, and Plautius’s successor in AD47 would force Caratacus further westward, where he gained the support of the Silures and Ordovices in south and Central Wales. Caratacus amassed forces of over 15,000 but his brother and children were taken as hostages. He fled to the land of the Brigantes, but their queen Cartimandua betrayed him and handed him over to the Romans. He and his family were taken to Rome in chains. Since his reputation was well known, Claudius displayed them as evidence of his own power and authority. Caratacus was saved from execution by a stirring speech he made and Claudius pardoned him. But far from returning to his homeland, he remained living in comfort in Rome and probably died around AD54, though his brother Arviragus is believed to have returned to Britain as a Christian King of the Silures.

It would take the Romans a further thirty years or so before they conquered, whose total population now amounted to around no more than 400,000. ‘Their [the Britons’] strength is in their infantry,’ Tacitus noted, adding that some of the tribes also fought from chariots, with the nobleman driving, and his dependants fighting in his defence. ‘Once they owed obedience to kings; now they are distracted between the warring factions of rival chiefs. Indeed nothing has helped us more in fighting against their very powerful nations than their inability to co-operate . . . thus fighting in separate groups, all are conquered.’ Added to which the climate was wretched, with frequent rains and mist, he went on to say.

Among the first of the British kings to co-operate with the Romans was Cogidubnus, whom the Romans rewarded for his ‘unswerving loyalty’ by giving him the kingdom of the Regnii in Sussex, spreading to Hampshire and Kent. He became increasingly wealthy and powerful, ultimately becoming a Roman legate –‘an example of the long-established Roman custom of employing even kings to make others slaves’, Tacitus tells us.

He established a magnificent palace at Fishbourne, near Chichester. He was the first of the British-Romano elite and it is almost certain that many of the British nobility subsequently followed his example. They were not offered kingdoms but became magistrates of the cities.

However, not all the tribal chieftains and kings were quelled. Some – like those in Cornwall and for many decades in Wales and the land of the Picts – stood firm, and continued their resistance. The most famous of these was, of course, Boudica, queen of the Iceni in the east, and wife of the client king Prasutagus. But she was only initially successful. Under the arrangement of his office, Prasutagus’s territories had passed to Rome after his death. The Romans, who had made of Camulodunum one of their main camps, took this rather too literally and began pillaging the surrounding countryside. When Boudica objected she was flogged and her two teenage daughters raped. This was the final outrage for the Iceni who, in AD60, rose up in revolt, led by Boudica riding her legendary chariot. The neighbouring Trinovantes joined forces with them, for much of their land, like that of the Iceni, had been sequestered for the endowment of retired Roman officers. It was the culmination of ever-growing resentment of the colonizing Romans’ ‘greed and self-indulgence’, Tacitus tells us. ‘The whole island rose under the leadership of Boudica, a lady of royal descent – for Britons make no distinction of sex in their appointment of commanders.’

He goes on to tell us how they hunted down the Roman troops in their scattered outposts, stormed their forts, assaulted ‘the colony itself’ (Colchester), which they viewed as ‘the citadel of their servitude’ . . . ‘there was no form of savage cruelty that the angry victors refrained from’. (At that time the Romans were busy erecting a temple there, in honour of Claudius whom they had recently deified.) After Colchester, they turned on Verulamium (St Albans), then Londinium, massacring and burning as they went. Then they advanced on the main Roman army, newly returned from Wales. But even though the British must have outnumbered the Romans by ten to one the lack of organization amongst the British was no match for hardened Roman discipline, and, after a day of intense fighting, the British were defeated. The Roman governor exacted terrible revenge, so much so that his own troops mutinied, and order could only be restored when Emperor Nero decided on a change of governor.

One account tells us that Boudica poisoned herself; others that she simply fell ill and died.

For the next few hundred years, Britain remained a colony of Rome and was subjected to a series of governors. We know from early geographers and historians, such as Ptolemy and Pliny the Elder, that in the first century AD there were still some thirty tribes in Britain and fifteen to twenty more in Ireland. Although their rulers are not named, each of these tribes would have had a war-leader and a chief priest, and, depending on the size of their territory, may have had sub-kings, or co-rulers who governed as a council of kings. Although the Romans conquered the tribes in the territory we now call England, they had little impact on the Celts of Wales, Cornwall or the land of the Picts. It is quite likely that the rulers of the Silures, Demetae and Ordovices in Wales, and the Caledonii of northern Britain continued to rule throughout the period of Roman occupation but we know almost nothing about them.

The Romans established their own communities or civitates, based largely upon the former British tribes. Although they brought in their own Roman administrators for these towns, they also married into the local nobility, and it is probable that descendants of the former tribal chiefs served as senior government officials with a Roman civitas. Early on the Romans established some client-kings, as we have seen, but this practice did not survive. By the time of the governor Julius Agricola, in AD78, the hierarchy of military, judicial and civic administration was established. Although none of these posts held the authority of king, and were not hereditary, they did have considerable power. The senior post – that of governor – was appointed directly by the emperor and had the rank of senator. Most of these administrators came from Italy, but in later years they may have originated from elsewhere in the Roman Empire. The only governor likely to have been of British origin was Marcus Statius Priscus, who governed 160–1 and is believed to have been born in Colchester. A full list of the known Roman Governors will be found starting on page 418.

Roman emperors seldom came to Britain: of those who did by far the best known is Hadrian. As the adopted son of Emperor Trajan, he succeeded him in 117, and was the first Roman emperor to visit Britain after it had been conquered by Claudius nearly eighty years before. He was a strong military tactician, the first to take the Empire’s defences seriously and spent ten years touring its frontiers. He spent the summer of 122 in Britain, during which time he ordered the construction of Hadrian’s Wall to demarcate the extent of Roman territory and to keep out the aggressive Picts. It was seventy-three and a half miles long, and took four years to build. A century later it was extended by the powerful emperor Severus (193–211) the first emperor to die in Britain (at York).

Hadrian’s Wall marked the Roman Empire’s farthest northern limit – its southernmost limits included the whole of the North African coast. The Empire extended in the east as far as Persia and the Black Sea and in the west to Spain and the Atlantic, stretching right across Europe. In its prime the Roman Empire boasted 500,000 army officers and men. The officers were Roman citizens, but the men came from all parts of the Empire’s colonies: Gaul, Spain, the Rhineland, Switzerland, North Africa, Asia Minor, Thrace and Britain itself.

Being leader of the Roman Empire was a precarious privilege: of all those who ruled Britain during its 350 years of colonization, few died naturally in their beds and the majority met a sticky end – thirty-three were murdered, nine were killed in battle, four committed suicide. Nevertheless, in the latter days of the Roman Empire, it became increasingly common for soldiers or provinces to put forward their own candidates for emperor, sometimes declaring them in opposition to the existing ruler. Britain became notorious for this. The first person to do so was the governor of Britain Clodius Albinus who failed, and Severus was declared emperor. Albinus nonetheless amassed a following of troops discontented with their treatment by Rome, and announced himself emperor in 193. Four years later Severus met him in battle in Gaul, defeated and killed him.

Carausius – who came from the region of Holland – was a man of lowly birth, who had risen to become commander of the Channel fleet. When Emperor Maximian discovered that he was in league with the very Frankish and Saxon pirates he was supposed to be suppressing, he ordered his arrest. Where-upon Carausius moved to Britain, bringing his fleet with him, and declared himself Emperor of Britain in 286. He succeeded in ruling from London for the next six years, only to be murdered by his ‘treasurer’ Allectus, who became another self-styled Emperor of Britain, until he in turn was killed in battle by Constantius Chlorus, who recovered Britain for Rome in 296.

By the fourth century Britain was gaining a form of quasi-independence and an increasing number of emperors were declared in Britain. The most famous was Constantine The Great (306–37), who came from the region of Bulgaria. He was not only responsible for making Christianity the official religion of the Empire, but he also briefly visited Britain and implemented administrative reforms, initiated by Diocletian. He divided Britain into four provinces: Britannia Prima (Wales and the west); Britannia Secunda (the North); Flavia Caesariensis (the midlands and Norfolk), and Maxima Caesariensis (the south), with four regional capitals: Cirencester, York, Lincoln and London. By the close of this century there was a cluster of British-made emperors, and one of them, Magnus Maximus, has passed into Welsh tradition as being descended from the kings of the Silures in Gwent.

But Britain was now coming under attack. The Picts raided in the north, the Irish from the west, and the Saxons and Franks in the south-east (where they actually landed in 367, and lay siege to London). Rome sent more troops, including many German auxiliaries to restore order both there and on the northern border. Further raids followed.

Then, within a generation of Maximus’ death in 388 Britain was no longer part of the Roman Empire. Britain and the rest of the Roman frontier was coming under increasing threat from the Germanic tribes who, in 410, crossed the Rhine and invaded. The British wrote to the emperor Honorius for help, but Honorius had his hands full, protecting Rome itself. He wrote back telling the British to look after themselves. This was not a formal expulsion from the Empire. It just meant that Rome could no longer help. Then, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle tells us, ‘the Romans assembled all the gold-hoards which were in Britain and hid some in the earth so that no one afterwards could find them, and took some with them into Gaul’. However, many of the Romans would remain, along with some semblance of Roman administration, though after 410 Roman rule and Roman law no longer applied in Britain.



THE DARK AGES (410–802)

The release from Roman authority had the same effect 1,600 years ago as the end of Communism in the Soviet Union and in Yugoslavia. Tribalism and local cultures which had for so long been repressed and restrained by Roman rule erupted. Warfare spread right across Britain. For the most part it was a clash between those who sought to defend and maintain the Roman status quo, fighting invasions from the Picts to the north, the Irish to the west and the Germanic tribes from the east. But there was also internal fighting between tribes who sought to gain power over old tribal territories and, where possible, conquer neighbouring lands which might be richer. The period between 410 and 450 saw an almost complete breakdown of social order, particularly in the north. ‘Here a dispirited British garrison stationed on the fortifications pined in terror night and day, while from beyond the wall the enemy constantly harassed them with hooked weapons, dragging the cowardly defenders down . . . and dashing them to the ground. At length the Britons . . . fled in disorder, pursued by their foes. The slaughter was more ghastly than ever before, and the wretched citizens were torn in pieces by their enemies. They were driven from their homesteads and farms, and sought to save themselves from starvation by robbery and violence against one another . . . until there was no food left in the whole land except whatever could be obtained by hunting,’ Bede tells us. And with famine also came plague. The sixth-century historian Gildas in the first history of Britain paints a grim picture too.

During this first forty years certain chieftains became war leaders to defend their lands and conquer enemies. These were regarded as kings by their countrymen, though they did not have quite the mystical status of the kings in the pre-Roman era. The best known was Coel, the old King Cole of the nursery rhyme. He was a real king who sought to maintain order against the Picts in the northern territories. His own ‘kingdom’ may have extended as far as York in the east, perhaps to a line between the Humber and Mersey, and north to the Antonine Wall running between the Forth and the Clyde. He seems to have dominated this territory for about twenty years (c410–30) and one legend tells us that he died fighting the Irish near Ayr.

Others from this period in the north were Ceretic who ruled from Dumbarton and Cunedda who seems to have been a war leader in the area of the Votadini in Lothian before he migrated to north Wales. Although these kings had certain territories within which they operated they did not have kingdoms in the sense we understand them today. They were leaders of their people, not rulers of land. Thus Cunedda was king of the Votadini, meaning that tribe, not the land associated with it.

The kingship of southern Britain is more confusing. Some remnant of Roman administration continued, based around Glevum (Gloucester) and Verulamium (St Albans). The best known of the southern kings was Vortigern (c425–c466; c471–c480), though in fact the name merely means ‘High King’. It’s possible that his real name was Vitalinus, though this may have been his father’s name. We know far more of him from legend than from history, but it seems that for over twenty years Vortigern led the organization and defence of Britain against Saxon, Pict and Scottish (Irish) raiders. He solved the problem of the Roman imperial government’s inability to send reinforcements by hiring Saxon mercenaries under the leadership of Hengist and Horsa to fight the Picts: strategies that proved successful. In return they were awarded the Island of Thanet (a bad move that finally led to the Saxon invasion of Britain). Later tradition has it that Vortigern became infatuated with Hengist’s daughter Rowena and was given her in marriage in exchange for more land. But be that as it may, as Vortigern grew older his power diminished and finally civil war broke out. Vortigern was driven into Powys by Ambrosius Aurelianus, an equally vague character believed to be descended from an aristocratic Roman family, most likely that of Magnus Maximus. Ambrosius battled valiantly against Vortigern and against the Saxons and his success has caused some to believe that he may be one of the individuals who inspired the legend of Arthur. Ambrosius’ descendants were believed to continue to rule in south Wales for several generations. And Arthur is closely associated with Wales and the West Country.

Although the legends of Arthur later acquired all the trappings of medieval chivalry (in the tales of Malory, Wace, Geoffrey of Monmouth, Wace, Layamon, the Mabinogion, Chrétien de Troyes), can the association of his name with so many places in local lore be entirely fictitious? In Cornwall, there are Arthur’s Hall (the remains of a Dark Age long house) and Arthur’s Seat (a rocky crag) on Bodmin Moor, with the River Camel close by, as well as Dozmary Pool associated with his sword Excalibur, and there is also Tintagel, the legendary birthplace of Arthur, to which Uther Pendragon laid siege, killing the castle’s owner Gorlois and forcibly marrying Ygerne. Later Ygerne gave her son Arthur over to the care of Merlin. In Somerset, as well as Cadbury Hill (supposedly the seat of Camelot) the seventeenth-century historian William Camden claimed to have copied a grave ornament of King Arthur at Glastonbury Abbey, inscribed with:

HIC IACET SEPVLTVS. IHCLITVS. REX ARTVRIVS. IH IHSVLA. AVALOHIA

Many, of course, claim that this was a forgery. And where is it now?

In Wales, Caerleon has Arthurian associations, while Badbury Rings in Dorset a suggested site of the Battle of Badon in which Arthur supposedly slaughtered over 160 enemy single-handed.

However, there is a snag, for if Arthur were a real sixth-century king, why does Gildas make no mention of him in his first history of Britain, De Excidio Britanniae, written in 540? Indeed there is no mention of Arthur until Nennius’s Historia Brittonum written in the ninth century, and in two other ninth-century works: a Welsh poem called Verses on the Graves of Heroes and the Annales Cambriae. Here we are told that in 516 Arthur fought in the Battle of Badon for three days and three nights and the Britons were victors. In 537 Arthur and Medraut both fell in battle at Camlann. Nennius calls Arthur a dux bellorum or leader in battle, not a king in his own right, and lists twelve battles that Arthur waged against the Saxons. Gildas mentions the battle of Badon (but, as we have seen, not Arthur). but does not date the battle So all we can safely, and somewhat prosaically, conclude is that a battle leader called Arthur lived at about the year 500 and during this period succeeded in rallying the kings of Britain against the invading Saxons and soundly defeating them at Badon. For the next twenty years there was a period of relative calm, before he was killed in a second wave of fighting. For a full study of Arthur see my book A Brief History of King Arthur.

A near contemporary of Arthur and certainly a successor as one of the High Kings, or ‘pendragon’ is Maelgwyn Hir (‘Hir’ means tall, while ‘gwyn’ means fair). He flourished between 534 and 549 and was a powerful and tyrannical ruler. Maelgwyn’s life was turbulent. He is recorded as killing his uncle as a youth. Once established in Gwynedd, he underwent a brief period of repentance and became a monk, before resuming his evil ways. Having married, his passions soon turned to his nephew’s wife. So he murdered his own wife and his nephew in order to assuage his heart’s desire. There is also reason to believe that he married a Pictish princess. He established a rich and powerful court at Deganwy, to which he attracted many bards, whom he ensured wrote copiously of his triumphs and achievements. He was recognized as both a great patron of the arts and as a lawgiver, though some of this was probably his own propaganda. By the time of his death, Maelgwyn was firmly established as the primary ruler of the British. He died, most probably, of cholera which was then sweeping Europe. One of Maelgwyn’s sons is believed to be Brude who was chosen by the Picts to be their leader in 554, and it was he who accepted Christianity under Columba.

The period from 450 to 550 is nonetheless known as the age of Arthur. Whoever he was, he symbolizes the oppressive nature of the period when Britain was riven with warfare and strife until one master war-chief struck back so decisively that peace and prosperity returned for the first time in nearly a century. No wonder that chieftain became such a hero of legend.

There were many other heroes and villains from this period: ranging from Urien and Peredur to the treacherous Morcant. A full list of these Dark Age kings starts on page 421.

The Picts had established an inheritance based on matrilinear succession and the Pictish princesses were much honoured, since only they could confer kingship. There were many Pictish chieftains across the Scottish glens and highlands and the Isles. There is evidence to suggest each individual island or group of smaller islands was ruled by its own chief, but insufficient names survive to make any coherent sense. Certainly the larger Hebridean islands (Skye and Lewis) had their own chiefs who were originally Picts but later were displaced by the Irish, and later still by the Norse, and similarly the Orkneys whose chiefs were ousted by the Norse. One Irish settlement changed the name of Pictland. This was the Northern Irish kingdom of Dál Riata who, as we have seen, came across to Argyll and Kintyre from as long ago as the third century. These settlers were called ‘Scotii’ and their name gradually became applied to the whole of Pictland. Aedan mac Gabhran who ruled them from 574 to 608 was the first known king of the Dál Riata to be anointed and one of the most powerful rulers in sixth-century Britain. While 140 years later Angus would be the first king to rule both Picts and Dál Riata together. Constantine too would rule both kingdoms from 811–20.

The major surviving British kingdoms were in Wales. Although the Romans conquered southern Wales their hold on north Wales was more tenuous and it is possible that the rulers of the Ordovices retained some power, though we do not know their names. By the end of the Roman domination in Britain Irish settlers were invading Wales. One tradition has it that the British under Cunedda came south from Gododdin to fight the Irish, and they settled in North Wales. Cunedda established the kingdom of Gwynedd, which became the strongest of all the Welsh kingdoms. Traditionally each of Cunedda’s sons received a share of his lands and it was from them that many of the smaller Welsh kingdoms owed their origins. However, of these only Ceredigion grew sufficiently strong to take on the might of Demetae or Dyfed, a colony of Irish settlers in south-west Wales, eventually to form one kingdom, called Seisyllwg after its conqueror. Two other Welsh kingdoms existed in the fifth century: Powys and Gwent. Powys was in eastern Wales and formed the border between Wales and England, once the Angles migrated that far west. It was essentially the old British territory of the Cornovii, and no doubt their rulers had survived through Roman occupation to reestablish themselves. It was also from here that many British migrated south to Cornwall and Devon and from there to Brittany.

There were other British tribes in Shropshire, Herefordshire and Gloucestershire. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle tells us that in 577, ‘Cuthwine and Ceawlin fought against the Britons and they killed 3 kings, Coinmail and Condidan and Farinmail, in the place which is called Dyrham and took 3 cities: Gloucester and Cirencester and Bath’.

The other British kingdom of significance was Dumnonia, which originally covered Cornwall, Devon, Dorset and Somerset, but which under pressure from the Saxons was driven back into the peninsula until only Cornwall or Kernow would survive as a kingdom right up until the ninth century. (Cornwall has two carved stones commemorating two of its kings: Tristan or Drust – the legendary Tristram – who flourished in the mid sixth century and the much later king Doniert of the ninth.)

THE SAXONS, ANGLES AND JUTES

Saxons, Jutes and Angles began to settle in Britain from the middle of the fifth century, first in Kent, but Saxons and Angles were raiding and settling all along the eastern coast of Britain. They had to fight to gain their territory, and the resident British migrated westwards or were killed. There is a tragic account left by an unknown ‘Chronicler of London’* of this period:

The Saxons stretched out envious hands from their seaboard settlements, and presently the whole of this rich country where yet lived so many great and wealthy families, was exposed to all the miseries of war. The towns were destroyed, the farms ruined, the cattle driven away . . . nothing was brought to the port for export; the roads were closed; the river was closed. They lived now by the shore and in the recesses of the forest, who once lived in great villas, lay on silken pillows and drank the wine of Gaul and Spain.

Then we of the city saw plainly that our end was come . . . those who were left, a scanty band, gathered in the Basilica, and it was resolved that we should leave the place since we could no longer live in it. I, with my wife and children, and others who agreed to accompany me, took what we could of food and of weapons, leaving behind us the houses where our lives had been so soft and happy, and went out by the western gate, and taking refuge where we could in the forest, we began our escape . . . Every year our people are driven westward more and more . . . My sons have fallen in battle; my daughters have lost their husbands; my grandchildren are taught to look for nothing but continual war. And of Augusta [London] have I learned nothing for many years. Wherefore am I sure that it remains desolate and deserted to this day.

While the Celts held their kingdoms in the west, Sussex was invaded by Aelle, where he virtually wiped out the resident British to establish his kingdom. Cerdic led the next wave, heading a warband from the Gewisse (who came from the Marches, and the southern borders between Wales and Mercia) in an incursion into what is now Wiltshire, Somerset and Gloucestershire. Cerdic was almost certainly British and his soldiers were British and Saxon mercenaries. They managed to establish a hold on land that whilst predominantly British at that time was increasingly being passed on to Saxon overlords. He managed to drive back the British into Wales and Dumnonia, and from his battles the kingdom of the West Saxons began to emerge. These early Saxons spread right across parts of southern Britain in various marauding bands that gradually melded together under stronger leaders.

As the Saxons endeavoured to control the south, the Angles were moving into eastern and middle England. And in the north, where the Angles had made an alliance with the Picts, they fared a little better. According to Bede, they ‘extended the conflagration from the eastern to the western shores without opposition and established a stranglehold over nearly all the doomed island. Public and private buildings were razed, priests were slain . . . A few wretched survivors captured in the hills were butchered wholesale’ while others surrendered or fled abroad, eking out ‘a wretched and fearful existence among the mountains, forests and crags’.

So, after a period of a hundred years from 450 to 550 when the Celtic kingdoms had remained dominant in Britain, fighting among each other as much as against the Saxon and Angle settlers, the balance began to shift. The Saxons had come to stay.

By the close of the sixth century Kent was a rich and prosperous place, having strong links with the Merovingian kings of France. In fact the Jutish origins of the kingdom had given way to a major Frankish element which moulded Kent’s culture. Kent was in fact the first important kingdom in England and because of its position of power and authority it was able to influence the other kingdoms. Bede recognized certain Saxon rulers as bretwalda, the equivalent of a high king. The third of these, Athelbert (who ruled from 580–616), was an established king for 36 years of a settled kingdom, who exerted his influence over his countrymen in matters of culture, religion, education and trade. His kingdom extended into Surrey and parts of Sussex, and also held authority over Essex.

Athelbert was the first Saxon king to convert, albeit cautiously, to Christianity. Augustine had been sent to proselytize from Rome and Athelbert welcomed his mission cautiously, meeting them in the open air so as to avoid any possible magic that might be practised by the Christians. him under an oak tree, venerated by the Saxons, which he believed would cancel out any magic practised by the Christians. Athelbert recognized Augustine’s sincerity but declared that he could not abandon the religion of his fathers. Nevertheless he allowed Augustine and his colleagues to establish a house at Canterbury and within a short period many hundreds of Athelbert’s subjects had converted. Athelbert was baptized some four years later and thereafter became fervent in his support. It was a sign of his authority that he was able to arrange a meeting between Augustine and the Celtic church in the west of England, as part of Augustine’s plan to bring it under Roman control.

Athelbert, with Augustine’s help, also established a set of detailed law codes, bringing in a system of monetary fines (rather than payment in kind, such as livestock), allowing people to pay in instalments, and establishing the level of fine to fit the severity of the crime. The king was reckoned as overlord, so that if any crime were committed within his kingdom, the perpetrator had to recompense the king as well as the victim. His laws also gave considerable protection to women and allowed a wife to leave her husband if there was good cause. These laws not only restored a form of governance and administration to Britain, but with the emphasis on monetary compensation, also reinstated a financial system. During Athelbert’s reign the first Saxon coins in England were minted at Canterbury.

The East Anglian kingdom emerged towards the end of the sixth century and its ruler Redwald was the next bretwalde after Athelbert and professed Christianity (though he was somewhat duplicitous in this respect). The East Anglian kingdom kept close to the former kingdom of the Iceni and would remain ferociously independent for the next 200 years.

In the north lay the kingdom of Northumbria. Northumbria at its greatest extent would include all the Scottish lowlands up to the Clyde. There was always a close relationship with the Britons of Strathclyde, the Scots of Dál Riata and the Picts whose kingdoms lay to its north. It is with Athelfrith that the real history of this kingdom begins. He had succeeded as ruler of Bernicia in 593 after his father was killed in battle against Owain of Rheged. Afterwards the young Athelfrith pursued and killed Owain, and later he earned the soubriquets of Athelfrith the Ferocious, as well as Athelfrith the Artful, fitting names for a powerful warrior. In 603 a confederate Scottish/Irish army moved against the English in Lothian. Losses were great on both sides but Athelfrith claimed victory and for the time being the north was his, with Bernicia extending far into the territory of the old Votadini. Then he turned his attention south, invading Deira, south of the Tees and killing their king, Athelric. He also tried to kill Athelric’s brother Edwin, but the young prince escaped into exile. To legitimize his claim to Deira Athelfrith took Athelric’s sister as his second wife (his first wife, Bebba, had been a Pictish princess.) By now, he controlled the whole of eastern Britain from Lothian to north of the Humber and may have exercised some authority over Lindsey, south of the Humber. In 613 he decided to hunt down Edwin who had sought sanctuary with the kings of Gwynedd and Powys, and Athelfrith advanced towards Chester, wiping out a party of monks who had come to parley with him. He then defeated the Welsh under Selyf ap Cynan at Chester. Athelfrith was finally killed in battle near Doncaster, and Edwin lived on to see his kingdom restored to him.

After settling in his kingdom Edwin (ruled 616–33) turned his attention to conquering the north. First in about 619 he expelled Ceredig from his British kingdom of Elmet; next he conquered Rheged, which gave him the gateway to the isles of Man and Anglesey and brought him into contact with his former friend Cadwallon of Gwynedd. Edwin’s army drove the Welsh back to the tip of Anglesey and Cadwallon was forced to flee to Ireland. Edwin married a Christian, Athelburh. Edwin finally became the strongest ruler of Britain and eventually converted to Christianity himself. He sanctioned the conversion of the Northumbrians and successfully campaigned with the pope for the bishopric he had established at York to become an archbishopric. However, Edwin’s past was to haunt him. Around 630 Cadwallon returned to power in Gwynedd and entered into an alliance with Penda, the new ruler of Mercia in a series of attacks on Northumbrian land. Eventually the two great armies met at Hatfield Chase, north of Doncaster. Edwin’s army was scattered, he was killed and Cadwallon marched on through Northumbria devastating the land. Northumbria was split asunder with Bernicia being returned to the family of Athelfrith. Edwin subsequently came to be regarded as a martyr and was canonized. In fact he was a ruthless, cunning and vengeful king who manipulated people and events to his own advantage.

Penda was probably the greatest warrior of his age, the epitome of the warlord, who lived and died a pagan, dedicated to his Nordic religion. He dominated Britain from 633 to 655.

Edwin’s son-in-law Oswy (ruled 642–70), who had been brought up in exile with the monks on Iona and had finally inherited the kingdoms of Bernicia and Deira, would kill Penda, after a battle in which Penda had taken his son hostage. Oswy would ultimately be responsible for the Synod of Whitby in 664, whereby the Roman church found favour over the Celtic christian church.

Penda’s successors Wulfhere (ruled 658–75) and Athelred (ruled 675–705) created a major Mercian kingdom that ruled all central England and stretched as far south as Sussex, Surrey and into Kent and even the Isle of Wight, while Wessex and Kent struggled to hold on to their power in the south.

An interesting ‘relative’ of Penda’s by marriage was Seaxburh, who became the only reigning queen of the West Saxons (672–3). She was the widow of Cenwealh, whose first wife had been Penda’s sister. Twelve years after her rule, the West Saxons would have an important leader, Caedwalla, at first a roving chieftain without a kingdom, who with his band of mercenaries raided the border territories of Wessex and Mercia. He succeeded in gaining territory in the south for the West Saxons (mostly by killing off any kings who stood in his way). Thanks to his efforts Wessex became the third power in the land after Northumbria and Mercia, and he was succeeded by Ine (ruled 688–726), the first true king of the West Saxons, as distinct from a war-leader. He not only established Wessex as a kingdom but introduced a code of laws and a strong administrative system to govern the land.

Northumbrian power was only broken following the death in battle of Egfrith in 685. He had believed himself invincible, having already once subjugated the southern Picts and Strathclyde, and he marched into the heart of Pictland again, to teach them another lesson, only to have his army slaughtered. Thereafter Northumbria was ruled by weaker kings, who, like the Celts, reduced their power by continual infighting. The only remaining Northumbrian king worth noting is Aldfrith (685–704), their last great king, who was a scholar and art lover. It was under his rule that many of the beautiful illuminated books of the Northumbrian monasteries (such as the Lindisfarne Gospels) were produced. Some have even attributed the poem Beowulf, the great Anglo-Saxon poem, to him or one of his fellows at court.

Mercian power continued under a few more kings, notably the proud and cruel Offa who ruled from 757 to 796. He was without doubt the most powerful king in Britain of his day, and his authority was acknowledged by all the other rulers of England, and to a large extent in Wales, though less so in Scotland. He is remembered for Offa’s Dyke, the monumental 150-mile earthwork stretching from the estuary of the Dee to Tidenham on the Severn, built during his rule to protect his frontiers against the Welsh.

His authority was recognized by the great Charlemagne, who entered into an agreement that his son Charles would marry Offa’s daughter, but when Offa made this dependent on Offa’s son Egfrith marrying one of Charlemagne’s daughters, the Frankish king was so enraged he broke off trading relations with England. Only after some intense negotiations were these restored and the planned marriage never materialized. While Offa had become the most influential of the Saxon rulers, he was not regarded as an equal on the stage of Europe, and the kingdom he created would soon falter under his successors. A Full list of all rulers of the early Saxon kingdoms will be found starting on page 425.



THE FIRST KINGS
OF THE ENGLISH (802–1066)

A hot-headed young man at Offa’s court was Egbert, in exile from his father’s kingdom in Kent. Egbert was soon banished from Mercia, as he was seen as a problem to the West Saxon kingdom by Offa’s son-in-law Beorhtric, but after Beorhtric’s death, he returned to become ruler of Wessex in 802. During the first part of his reign he consolidated his position in Wessex against rival claimants, and having done that was able to underline his authority by subjugating the British of Dumnonia and absorbing Devon (though not Cornwall) into Wessex. Then from 823 onwards Egbert began to look to the other kingdoms. With the help of his son Athelwolf he regained Sussex, Surrey, Kent and Essex, and helped the East Anglians defeat and kill the Mercian kings Beornwulf and Ludeca. When he marched on Northumbria he was recognized as overlord without a fight. Although the kingdoms of Mercia and Northumbria remained in existence for another sixty years or more, Wessex was now the dominant kingdom. Egbert, who died in 838, is usually regarded as the last bretwalda and ‘the first king of England’. The first title is certainly correct; the second is debatable. The same might be said about his successors, Athelwolf, Althelred and Alfred the Great.

Starting in Egbert’s day the Vikings had begun to raid and plunder the British coast, and by the 850s they were settled along the eastern Irish coast at Dublin and Waterford under Olaf the White and the Dane Ivarr the Boneless. From here, in the short space of twenty years, they conquered the Hebrides and the Isle of Man, Deira (establishing their kingdom of Jorvik), East Anglia, and the Orkneys (and soon after Caithness and Sutherland). Throughout the 870s they encroached further into England, but it would be Alfred’s defeat of the Danes at Edington that would save Wessex.


ALFRED THE GREAT

Wessex 23 April 871–26 October 899.

Born: Wantage (?) c847; Died: Winchester (?) 26 October 899, aged 52(?) Buried: Winchester.

Married: 868, Ealhswith (d.902) of Mercia – 5 children



Alfred, a grandson of Egbert, and fourth son of Athelwolf, was born in about 847. He is certainly the best known of the West Saxon kings, though much of what we think we know about him may be myth. It is likely that as a child he accompanied his father on a pilgrimage to Rome and spent some time at the court of Charles the Bald, king of the Franks. Alfred became fascinated with the Frankish world, the court of the descendants of Charlemagne, and modelled his own court upon it, and his great passion for scholarship was stimulated by it. Alfred, as youngest son, was probably being groomed for the church, as his father was intensely religious, and it was only through the death of his elder brothers that he became king.

He first rises to preeminence in the mid 860s, when with his elder brother Athelred, he battled successfully against the Danes. But in 871 Athelred died of wounds, and though he had two infant sons, it was Alfred who was declared successor. Alfred had already proved his battle prowess, particularly at Ashdown in 870, but there was no time to celebrate his succession. Within a month he was pitched into battle with the Danes at Wilton, a day which Alfred thought he had won but the wiliness of the Danes, with their false retreat, caught the English off guard. Battle followed battle that first year, the outcomes swinging both ways, until, at the year’s end, Alfred bought peace with the Danes. The Danes settled north of the Thames, where peace was also bought with the Mercians, and for a period Alfred could consolidate his army. During this time too he began to develop a navy in order to meet the Danes on their own terms.

Although the Danes suffered defeat in battle at Wareham and in a naval campaign off the south coast at Swanage, in the winter of 878 they caught the English by surprise at Chippenham, taking over the royal court, and forcing the English to flee into the surrounding marshes at Athelney in Somerset. It is to this period that belong the legends of Alfred burning the cakes and disguising himself as a harper to spy in the enemy camp. Faced with additional Danish reinforcements including a Danish fleet established in the British Channel which endeavoured to blockade Alfred, his forces in Devon, nonetheless, defeated the fleet and then, with his local knowledge, Alfred was able to outwit the Danes and lead his army out of Athelney to Selwood. There he strengthened his forces, marched on the Danes and defeated them at the battle of Ethandune (Edington). The Danes submitted and, more significantly, their leader agreed to be baptized a Christian. Peace was declared with the treaty of Wedmore.

Over the next eight peaceful years, Alfred came to be regarded by the English as their overlord, but he was never king of all England, as the Danes still held the greater part of the north and east. He created a series of 25 fortified boroughs around his kingdom, such as Oxford and Hastings, and extensively refortified London. He created seats of learning across southern England, and introduced his code of law. This was administered by local reeves (or sheriffs) and judges, and Alfred reviewed their activities in his own series of visits. This forced the local administrators to learn to read in order to ensure that the books were properly kept. Alfred also decreed that all the sons of freemen should learn to read and write, first in English and, for those destined for high office, in Latin.

Apart from a brief skirmish with the Danes in 885, peace held until 893 when another war with the Danes of East Anglia erupted and lasted until 897. The Danes caused havoc across Mercia and into Wales, but were unable to penetrate the fortifications of Wessex. Alfred reorganized the navy into a major fleet, for which he is remembered as the father of the English navy. His strength eventually drained Danish vitality and their army faded away. Although they would return again and again, Alfred had established a kingdom which, for the next few decades, was invincible.

Alfred married Ealhswith, the daughter of a Mercian nobleman and, through her mother, descended from the Mercian royal line, so that Alfred’s sons could claim the royal blood of both Wessex and Mercia. Of his four children, his daughter Elfreda married Baldwin, Count of Flanders, and their great-great-great-great-grand-daughter Matilda became the wife of William the Conqueror.

Alfred’s son Edward (King of the West Saxons 899–924) and grandson Athelstan (King of the English 924–39) were equally great warriors and administrators. Edward drove the Danes out of York and East Anglia, though the Norse moved into the vacuum that was left. Athelstan was the most powerful of all West Saxon kings. He may have been illegitimate, born of a liaison between Edward and a shepherd’s daughter, and was raised by Edward’s sister at her court in Gloucester. Athelstan thus grew up with a loyalty towards the Mercians that his forebears had never had. He also came to an understanding with Sitric, the Norse king of York, who married his sister Eadgyth. On Sitric’s death, Athelstan prevented Sitric’s brother, Gothfrith from claiming the throne of York and entered York himself, the first Saxon king to do so. Later, in an effort to stop Welsh hostilities in Mercia (for they had joined forces with the Norse to carry them out), he also laid down a boundary between Wales and England, along the River Wye, and exacted a harsh tribute from the Welsh princes. It is not clear whether they ever met his demands, but Hywel Dda (possibly the greatest of Welsh rulers) recognized Athelstan’s authority and became fascinated with the Saxon court, so much so that he proved his fealty by accompanying Athelstan on a punitive expedition against Constantine II of Scotland, thus ending a seven-year-old alliance Athelstan had made with the Scots. At the battle of Brunanburh in 937 (site unknown but probably in present-day Yorkshire or Lancashire) Athelstan defeated the combined forces of Constantine and Olaf Gothfrithson in one of the most decisive of all Saxon victories.

It was not until the reign of Eadred (King of the English 946–55) that the Norse were finally defeated and Northumbria formally became part of England (though the earls of Bernicia retained considerable autonomy). Eadred became the first king of all the English in 954, though it was his nephew Edgar, his heir, who was the first to be formally crowned king of the English.


EDGAR THE PEACABLE

King of the English, 1 October 959 – 8 July 975 (he was appointed king of Mercia and Northumbria from 957). Crowned: Bath Abbey, 11 May 973.

Born: c943. Died: Winchester, 8 July 975, aged 32. Buried: Glastonbury Abbey.

Married: (1) c960 Athelfleda, daughter Ormaer, ealdorman of Hertford: either divorced c961 or died c961 or c964; 1 son; (2) Elfrida (c945 – c1002), daughter Ordgar, ealdorman of Devon, and widow of Athelwald, ealdorman of East Anglia: 2 children. Also had one illegitimate child.



The Saxon name Eadgar means ‘rich in spears’, which was undoubtedly a recognition of his inheritance of military power. When Edgar’s uncle Eadred died in 955, his brother Edwy became king in Wessex whilst Edgar was appointed to the kingship of Mercia and Northumbria. He was only twelve at the time and did not assume full authority until he was about fifteen, by which time he was welcomed, as Edwy was a weak and unpopular king. Edgar had been raised in East Anglia, in the household of Athelstan, the ealdorman of the old territory of the Danelaw which covered all of East Anglia and Danish Mercia. As such Edgar was already a popular prince amongst the middle-English and Danes and was readily accepted as king, whereas Edwy was seen as a weak and troublesome youth. By November 957 the Mercians and Northumbrians had renounced their allegiance to Edwy. Both kings were advised (or controlled) by a strong council which had led to conflict with Edwy who had expelled bishop Dunstan. When Edgar came of age he recalled Dunstan and was enthusiastic about his ideas for reforming the English church. When Edwy died in October 959, Edgar also became king of Wessex and as the archbishopric of Canterbury was vacant with the recent death of Oda, Dunstan was appointed to that see. With the support of the king, Dunstan introduced a major programme of monastic reform, not all of which was happily accepted at the time, but which brought Saxon England in line with developments on the continent. All secular clergy were ejected, and the church officials were granted considerable independence from the crown. The most extreme of these was the creation of the soke of Peterborough, where the abbot of St Peters had almost total independence. Many of the monasteries that had been destroyed during the Danish invasions were restored. It was only a period of peace that could allow such rebuilding and change. Edgar, for all that he was not a soldier or strategist to match his father or grandfather, was able to work alongside strong and well organized ealdormen in governing the kingdom and in ensuring its safety. All the time England seemed in capable hands, the Norse and Danes bided their time.

In 973 Edgar gave a demonstration of authority. Although he would have had a formal coronation when he became king of Wessex, Dunstan believed there was a need for a major ceremony similar to those of the King of the Franks and the German Emperor. The ceremony was delayed for some years because Dunstan was unhappy with Edgar’s dissolute existence. For all he supported church reform Edgar was not a particularly religious man. There were rumours about his private life. He had married a childhood friend, Athelfleda, early on, but it seems that around the year 961 either she died in childbirth or the two became separated, because of Edgar’s amorous adventures with Wulfryth. Stories circulated later that Edgar had seduced a nun. But although Wulfryth later became a nun, the real story seems to be that he fell in love with a lady who bore him a child, and she either chose to enter (or was banished to) a nunnery and they probably never married. Edgar then became romantically entangled with Elfrida, who was already married, and again the scandalmongers hinted that the two might have planned the murder of her husband, Edgar’s one-time foster-brother Athelwald in 964, in order to marry. Elfrida later came to epitomise the image of the wicked stepmother in her relationship with Edgar’s youngest child, Edward (The Martyr). All these shenanigans caused Dunstan to counsel Edgar to change his ways. Perhaps as he passed from youth into adulthood he became less reckless, and in 973 Dunstan agreed to a major ceremony at Bath.

Following the coronation Edgar put on a display of force. His army marched from Bath to Chester along the Welsh border, showing his authority over the Welsh, while his fleet sailed through the Irish Sea, also demonstrating his subjugation of the Norse who still held power in that area at Dublin and on Man. At Chester a further ceremony took place. Edgar was rowed along the river Dee, accompanied by at least eight other kings who recognized him as their overlord. So his coronation had a double significance. For the first time a Saxon king was crowned as king of all the English, a title used by previous monarchs but never as part of their coronation. Edgar was thus the first genuine king of England. At the same time Elfrida was also crowned, the first queen of the English. This ceremony has remained essentially the same in content ever since.

Edgar’s reign would be the last reign of peace and harmony in Saxon times. Thereafter the Saxon world would begin to disintegrate and within less than a century be almost wiped away.

Three years after Edgar’s son Edward The Martyr was crowned in 975, he was murdered at Corfe Castle in Dorset on a visit to his stepmother Elfrida and his half-brother Athelred, who then succeeded him. The attack had clearly been premeditated and before long Elfrida was implicated in the crime as the wicked stepmother.

It is not likely that many missed Edward who suffered from fits of uncontrollable rage, but within a decade people were saying miracles were occurring alongside his bones at Wareham, and Althelred declared him a saint and martyr.


ATHELRED (II) THE UNREADY

King of the English, 18 March 978–December 1013, 3 February 1014–23 April 1016. Crowned: Kingston-upon-Thames, 4 April 978.

Born: c968. Died: London, 23 April 1016, aged 48. Buried: Old St Paul’s Cathedral, London.

Married: (1) c985, Elgiva (c963–1002), dau. Thored, ealdorman of Northumbria: 13 children; (2) 5 April 1002, Emma (c985–1052), dau. Richard, duke of Normandy: 3 children.



Athelred is remembered colloquially and half-jokingly today as the Unready, although the nickname was really a clever pun on his name, athel ‘noble’ and rœd ‘counsel’, meaning ‘noble counsel’. Throughout his reign Athelred was ill-advised and if he made his own decision, he was as likely to change his mind, hence the nickname, rœd-less, or lacking counsel. He was a better administrator than history has given credit, but he was a hopeless king and leader.

He was probably under ten years old when he came to the throne, and Elfrida and the Mercian ealdorman Alfhere dominated the government of England. Alfhere had been the main opponent to Edward and led the anti-monastic movement which flared up following the death of Edgar. Alfhere believed that the monasteries were becoming too rich and powerful too quickly and that they could control the shires. Alfhere was implicated in the murder of Edward. Interestingly it was he who translated Edward’s body from its hasty burial at Wareham to Shaftesbury, where it was buried amongst great ceremony and talk of miracles. Alfhere remained the most powerful ealdorman until his death in 983. He succeeded in shaping Athelred’s policy of reducing the power of the monasteries, although Athelred later overturned this. Alfhere also had to face the impact of the first Danish raids for thirty years.

After Alfhere’s death Athelred endeavoured to exert his own authority and even his mother’s considerable power waned, though Elfrida lived till 1002. There was a period in the late 980s when Athelred sought to reduce the power of the church, but he subsequently reverted to his father’s interests and promoted the construction of new monasteries under the new order. He also endeavoured to update the laws of the country and reorganize local government. This culminated in the Wantage Code of 997 which, compared to past law codes, showed an unprecedented willingness to accept local customs, especially those amongst the Danes of eastern England. Many of the odd and curious anomalies that we have in our customs and codes of conduct in this country were enshrined under this Code. Had Athelred’s reign been measured by his willingness and ability to reform and organize, he would have been remembered kindly, but his
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