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    From the campfires of legend to the council chambers of law, this history follows the making of England as a drama of power tested by conscience, inviting young readers to watch ambition, belief, and justice wrestle across centuries while learning how stories themselves shape what a people remembers, honors, and resolves to become.

A Child’s History of England holds classic status because it fuses literary artistry with historical narration, transforming dense chronicles into living scenes and moral questions. Charles Dickens’s storytelling cadence, quick character sketches, and clear sense of cause and consequence give the work enduring vitality. Generations have turned to it not only for information but for the rhythm and color that make the past feel near. Its continued reprinting and adaptation into various editions attest to its lasting readership, while its tone—firm, humane, and alert to abuses of authority—has influenced how later writers present national history to general audiences, especially young people.

Composed by Charles Dickens and first published serially in his weekly journal Household Words between 1851 and 1853, the work was subsequently issued in volumes in the early 1850s. Written with his own children in mind, it sets out to recount the story of England in a way that is engaging, intelligible, and morally attentive. The central premise is straightforward: to trace the country’s development through rulers, laws, conflicts, and reforms, highlighting how choices, rather than accidents, guide public life. This Illustrated Edition complements Dickens’s design by pairing narrative clarity with images that help readers visualize people, places, and customs without overwhelming the text.

Dickens approaches history as a conversation with the young, blending simplicity with seriousness. He selects episodes that reveal character and consequence, then frames them in prose that is brisk without being careless and judgmental without being cruel. The book is neither an exhaustive archive nor a dry schoolroom digest; it is a guided journey that prizes coherence and moral contour. By emphasizing intelligible motives and recognizable human emotions, Dickens reduces the distance between present and past. He seeks to teach readers how to follow a chain of events, weigh competing claims, and notice who pays the cost when power is misused.

The themes Dickens surfaces give the book its staying power. He continually contrasts personal authority with public accountability, doctrine with tolerance, and expedience with fairness under the law. The result is a portrait of national life as a series of tests that refine—or betray—principles. War and peace, prosperity and scarcity, unity and division are treated as outcomes of human choice. Across this panorama he insists that the measure of greatness lies less in spectacle than in justice. Such emphases allow the narrative to transcend dates and dynasties, addressing perennial questions about leadership, citizenship, and memory.

As literature, the book helped normalize the idea that history for general readers can be vivid, accessible, and ethically framed without sacrificing seriousness. Its conversational tempo and narrative economy offered a model for later popular histories aimed at families and schools, showing that careful selection and luminous phrasing can fix complex material in the mind. Many subsequent writers of children’s history adopted analogous strategies—clear signposting, moral through-lines, sharp portraits—demonstrating the influence of Dickens’s approach. The book also reinforced the Victorian conviction that reading could cultivate civic feeling, assigning history a formative place alongside poetry and the novel.

Because it is a nineteenth-century work, the book bears the marks of its moment—assumptions of its age, preferences of its author, and limits of contemporary scholarship. A modern reader profits by encountering it both as narrative and as artifact, appreciating its strengths while recognizing that later research may complicate or correct certain emphases. This dual awareness enriches the experience: the work becomes an opportunity to examine how historians choose evidence, how storytellers guide attention, and how national memory is edited and retold. In this way, the book trains readers to ask not only what happened, but how and why we say it did.

Style is central to its achievement. Dickens compresses complex developments into lines of action that are easy to follow, uses apt comparisons to make institutions intelligible, and builds momentum through cadence and contrast. His portraits of leaders and crowds crystallize in swift strokes rather than exhaustive catalogs. The Illustrated Edition amplifies this effect: images offer landmarks that anchor the reader’s sense of place, costume, and ritual. Far from substituting for understanding, the art collaborates with the prose, helping novices picture the setting while the text guides judgment, so that imagination and analysis advance together.

Structurally, the narrative proceeds chronologically, with clear transitions that keep the reader oriented as eras and rulers change. Chapters are arranged to highlight turning points, and summaries of cause and effect provide footholds before the next ascent. Dickens signals why matters escalate or de-escalate without indulging in digression, creating a corridor through which readers can pass steadily from episode to episode. This design serves the educational aim of the project: to show that history has a shape, that events are linked, and that the meaning of an action often becomes visible only when set against what came before and after.

The book’s legacy rests not only on its author’s fame but on the durability of its method. It has remained in print through many editions, a sign that families, teachers, and general readers continue to find it useful as an introduction to England’s story. Its stature within Dickens’s oeuvre is distinctive: a work of instruction that nonetheless carries the signature energy, humor, and moral clarity for which he is known. Readers come for the name and stay for the voice, discovering that narrative history can be as engaging as fiction when told with care and conviction.

For today’s audience, this edition offers multiple ways into the material. Young readers gain a trustworthy pathway through unfamiliar names and institutions; adults encounter a lucid synthesis that can precede or accompany more specialized studies. The illustrations assist with orientation, while the prose invites reflection on values that underlie political life. Reading alongside maps, timelines, or primary documents can deepen understanding, but the book stands on its own as a strong first guide. Its greatest service is to model attentive reading: noticing who speaks, who is listened to, and what consequences follow from decisions made in public.

The concerns that animate Dickens’s narrative—how power is checked, how law protects, how stories transmit identity—remain urgent. In an age of rapid information and contested memory, his insistence on clarity, fairness, and accountability gives the book fresh relevance. The Illustrated Edition underscores that history is not only an archive of facts but a school for judgment, training the eye to see patterns and the conscience to weigh them. By bringing the past within reach without simplifying it beyond recognition, this classic continues to appeal to readers who want to understand where a nation has been and what kind of future it might choose.
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    In A Child’s History of England, Charles Dickens presents a brisk, chronological survey of English history written for young readers, emphasizing clear storytelling and moral reflection. Beginning with Britain’s earliest inhabitants and moving steadily through successive reigns, the book concentrates on rulers, wars, laws, and religious upheavals, while repeatedly pausing to consider the condition of ordinary people. Dickens selects memorable episodes and figures to anchor each era, favoring character sketches and striking incidents over exhaustive analysis. His tone is didactic but lively, guiding readers through complex changes in government and belief, and highlighting how ambition, justice, and conscience shape national life.

Opening with ancient Britain, Dickens sketches the island’s tribal societies and the arrival of Roman power. He recounts invasions from the continent, the establishment of imperial rule, and the transformation brought by roads, towns, and administration. Alongside the benefits of order, he notes harsh discipline and taxation, remaining attentive to both conquest and culture. The narrative follows the eventual weakening of Roman authority and the withdrawal of legions, leaving local communities exposed to new pressures. These early chapters set a pattern for the book: vivid scenes, emblematic leaders, and the recurring question of how authority is won, exercised, and restrained.

With Rome gone, the story turns to migrations and settlements by Saxons and other Germanic peoples, the formation of early kingdoms, and the long, uneven path toward a more unified England. Dickens outlines religious conversion and the spread of learning, then dwells on the Danish incursions that tested rulers and communities alike. He singles out Alfred the Great for resilience in war and diligence in peace, presenting legal and educational initiatives as foundations for stability. Throughout, he relates battles and bargains to the lives of subjects who endure taxes, raids, and reforms, underscoring the burdens and hopes that accompany state-building.

The account proceeds through the consolidation of royal power under Alfred’s successors, cycles of conflict and accommodation with Scandinavian leaders, and the rise of kings whose claims rest on lineage, counsel, and force. Figures such as Cnut and Edward the Confessor are situated within a delicate balance of noble factions and ecclesiastical influence. As rival claims to the crown mount, Dickens describes the diplomatic maneuvers and military preparations that culminate in a decisive contest for mastery of the realm. The narrative marks this as a turning point, signaling an era when foreign conquest reshapes law, landholding, and the language of power.

Following the change in dynasty, Dickens depicts the introduction of stricter feudal customs, a tighter royal administration, and sweeping inquiries into property and obligation. He traces the succession struggles among early Norman and Angevin rulers, attentive to both family rivalries and institutional reform. Legal developments, including more regular courts and clearer procedures, appear alongside sharp conflicts between crown and church, epitomized in a clash that turns on jurisdiction and royal prerogative. The narrative then moves to continental entanglements and costly campaigns, setting the stage for a king whose misrule and fiscal exactions provoke baronial resistance and a charter of constraints.

In the later medieval chapters, attention shifts to the articulation of assemblies that advise and grant taxes, evolving mechanisms for consent that temper royal will. Campaigns in Wales and Scotland reveal both military ambition and stubborn local resistance. Abroad, a prolonged conflict with France strains resources and national patience; at home, plague devastates communities and disrupts customary ties. Dickens describes social tension growing from scarcity, wage controls, and heavy levies, culminating in popular protest met by a mix of promises and repression. Across these episodes, he underscores the interplay of law, force, and grievance in shaping both policy and legitimacy.

Military fortunes briefly rise under a warlike monarch, only to falter in the face of determined opposition and shifting alliances. As losses on the continent accumulate, disputes among powerful families intensify into the civil strife remembered as the Wars of the Roses. Dickens narrates the rapid changes of fortune, the precarious fates of princes and nobles, and the toll exacted on a weary populace. He then turns to a new royal house that consolidates authority through careful finance, strategic marriages, and calculated peace. This transition is framed as a respite from chaos, though vigilance remains necessary to curb excesses.

Under the Tudors, the chronicle dwells on religious upheaval and its consequences for power and conscience. Henry VIII’s break with Rome brings monastic dissolution, new doctrines, and contested successions, followed by sharp swings under his children. Dickens emphasizes the human cost of persecution and the dangers of policy driven by fear or zeal. The long reign that follows stabilizes the settlement while encouraging learning, theater, seafaring, and cautious statecraft amid foreign threats. A thwarted invasion from abroad becomes a patriotic touchstone. By the era’s end, institutions are stronger, yet questions about authority, worship, and speech remain unsettled.

The Stuart chapters trace mounting disagreements over taxation, prerogative, and religion, as court and Parliament struggle to define limits of rule. A notorious conspiracy dramatizes confessional tensions; subsequent disputes escalate into armed conflict that overturns established order and experiments with new forms of governance. Restoration restores ceremony but not certainty, as crises, disasters, and fears of absolutism test public patience. A final change in succession affirms conditions on monarchy and strengthens parliamentary claims. Closing his survey, Dickens stresses that history is a record of responsibility as much as power, urging readers to prize fair laws, informed judgment, and humane government.
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    A Child’s History of England was composed and first published in mid-nineteenth-century Britain, during the reign of Queen Victoria. The setting is a constitutional monarchy presiding over an industrial and imperial society whose dominant institutions included Parliament, the common law, the established Church of England, and an expanding commercial press. The book addresses the English past from antiquity through the early modern centuries, but it is framed by Victorian assumptions about progress, morality, and national character. That framing reflects a society confident in technological change yet anxious about social disorder, where history served as a tool of civic education and a mirror for contemporary political debates.

Dickens issued the work serially in his weekly magazine Household Words from 1851 to 1853, and it appeared in three volumes between 1852 and 1854. He wrote it with his own children in mind and adopted a plain style to reach young readers. The serial format and later book editions benefited from advances in steam-powered printing, improved distribution by rail, and the cheap postage introduced in 1840. Expanding literacy—fostered by Sunday schools, mechanics’ institutes, and a burgeoning periodical market—created a receptive audience for concise, morally pointed histories of the nation.

Victorian arguments over schooling shaped the book’s aims. After 1839, the Committee of Council on Education began modest state involvement in elementary education, provoking disputes between proponents of nonsectarian schooling and denominational control. Philanthropic ventures like the Ragged School movement (formally organized in the 1840s) sought to educate poor children. Dickens supported humane, practical education and regularly used Household Words to press for reform. His history, designed for domestic reading, aligned with these efforts by making the national past intelligible to beginners, stressing character, conscience, and civic responsibility rather than scholarly apparatus or antiquarian detail.

The narrative advances a broadly Whig conception of English history, emphasizing the slow enlargement of liberty under law. Milestones such as Magna Carta (1215), the growth of representative assemblies in the later Middle Ages, the Petition of Right (1628), and the Bill of Rights (1689) appear as steps away from arbitrary rule. Dickens highlights abuses by willful monarchs and the corrective force of Parliament, juries, and statutory protections. This lens echoes mid-Victorian political liberalism, which prized constitutional balances and civil liberties while distrusting both absolute monarchy and violent popular upheaval.

Religious controversy in Dickens’s day deeply colors his treatment of the medieval church and the Reformation. The Catholic Emancipation Act (1829) had ended most remaining legal disabilities for Roman Catholics, yet anti-Catholic sentiment persisted and sharpened after the restoration of the Catholic hierarchy in England in 1850, often called the “Papal Aggression.” Simultaneously, the Oxford Movement within Anglicanism revived older ritual forms, alarming many Protestants. Dickens’s history repeatedly condemns ecclesiastical corruption and persecution, especially burnings for heresy, revealing a Protestant, anti-clerical tone that matched prevailing mid-century suspicions of “Popery.”

Henry VIII’s breach with Rome and the Dissolution of the Monasteries (1536–1541) receive sustained attention because they exemplify the tangled interplay of conscience, power, and property. Historically, the king declared himself Supreme Head of the Church of England, dissolved religious houses, and redistributed their lands. Dickens underscores credible allegations of monastic abuses while also censuring royal greed, courtly sycophancy, and violence. This double criticism—of superstition and despotism—comports with his broader preference for reform grounded in law and public accountability, rather than changes imposed by royal caprice or by institutions shielded from scrutiny.

The mid-seventeenth century’s constitutional crisis—Personal Rule, Civil War (1642–1651), the trial and execution of Charles I (1649), and Oliver Cromwell’s Protectorate—serves as Dickens’s stage for judging absolutism and zealotry. Historically, disputes over taxation, religion, and prerogative culminated in prolonged conflict and experimentation with republican government. Dickens is wary of royal overreach, but he also distrusts fanaticism and the abuses that can accompany revolutionary power. His retelling prizes legal restraint and the protection of ordinary people, signaling his conviction that liberty is secured by institutions and habits of justice rather than by charismatic leaders.

The Restoration of Charles II in 1660, followed by the Glorious Revolution of 1688–1689, marks for Dickens a constitutional settling point. Historically, James II’s efforts to expand royal and Catholic influence prompted political elites to invite William of Orange to assume the throne with Mary, producing the 1689 Bill of Rights and a Protestant succession. Dickens’s approving tone reflects Victorian admiration for limited monarchy, a professional judiciary, and parliamentary sovereignty. He presents the post-1688 settlement as a pragmatic remedy—suspicious of intolerance, wary of standing armies, and focused on the rule of law—rather than a triumph of any one faction’s dogma.

Legal institutions receive special emphasis because they connected Dickens’s civic ideals to the historical record. The abolition of the Star Chamber in 1641, the Habeas Corpus Act of 1679, and the growth of trial by jury are presented as bulwarks against secretive or arbitrary punishment. Though his book mainly addresses earlier centuries, Dickens’s lifelong concern with judicial cruelty and public executions informs his condemnations of past legal savagery. He contrasts the capricious courts of some monarchs with the steadier safeguards that emerged over time, suggesting that humane procedure is the chief test of a civilized nation.

The book’s portraits of medieval and early modern life foreground the precariousness of ordinary existence. Feudal bonds structured society, while the Black Death of 1348–1350 transformed demography and labor. Enclosure and market change unsettled rural people in later centuries, and tax grievances contributed to outbreaks like the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381. Dickens highlights hunger, plague, and repression not to indulge in spectacle, but to illustrate how the powerful often ignored or exploited the weak. This emphasis mirrors his broader literary campaign for sympathy with the poor and for public policies attentive to common welfare.

Military conflicts supply dramatic chapters—yet Dickens mainly uses them to weigh character and consequence. The Hundred Years’ War (1337–1453) frames discussions of kingship and national identity; the Wars of the Roses (1455–1487) exemplify the destructiveness of dynastic rivalry; and the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588 symbolizes collective endurance. He condenses complex campaigns into cautionary tales about pride, misgovernment, and resilience. By focusing on motivations and outcomes rather than tactics, he keeps the narrative within a moral education aimed at readers who need broad judgments more than battlefield detail.

Religious dissent and toleration form another through-line. Medieval Lollardy prefigures later reform movements; the Gunpowder Plot of 1605 becomes an emblem of how zeal can warp politics; and post–Glorious Revolution arrangements, including the Toleration Act of 1689, signal a partial retreat from coercion in matters of belief. Dickens condemns persecution—burnings, rackings, and sectarian vendettas—while warning that fanaticism is not confined to any one confession. These themes resonate with Victorian anxieties about sectarian strife and with a liberal hope that stable institutions could protect conscience without collapsing public order.

The rise of maritime power and overseas enterprise appears episodically as the English crown and merchants look outward. Tudor and early Stuart seafaring—associated with figures like John Cabot under Henry VII and later Elizabethan voyages—and the chartering of the East India Company in 1600 point to commercial and imperial horizons. Dickens writes before the Indian Rebellion of 1857 and later imperial transformations, but he already inhabits a culture that linked national greatness to sea power and trade. His tone mixes pride in bold navigation with suspicion of greed and cruelty, reminding young readers that wealth and conquest test a nation’s ethics.

Changes in media and memory shape how the past is told. England’s first printing press, established by William Caxton in 1476, expanded the circulation of chronicles and moralized histories. By Dickens’s day, serialized journalism and illustrated books had made historical instruction a popular commodity. Wood-engraved images and clear prose helped anchor names, dates, and scenes for new readers. A Child’s History participates in this print culture by curating a shared national story for families, using visual and narrative aids to make long-ago institutions—church courts, feudal tenures, royal progresses—legible to children living amid newspapers, railways, and shop windows.

Industrial Britain’s confidence and unease frame Dickens’s judgments about earlier rulers. The Great Exhibition of 1851 displayed machines, manufactures, and imperial goods, symbolizing technological prowess and commercial expansion. Yet urbanization produced squalor and disease, prompting measures like the 1848 Public Health Act and agitation for sanitary reform. Dickens’s insistence that good government guards the weak, controls corrupt officials, and cleans abuses reflects these mid-century priorities. He often contrasts past negligence in famine, war, or plague with a Victorian belief that public systems—law, health, and education—should prevent avoidable suffering.

Contemporary politics also filtered into the work. The Chartist movement (active roughly 1838–1848) had recently demanded broader male suffrage and parliamentary reform. While Dickens distrusted revolutionary tactics, he supported many reforms through journalism and philanthropy. In his history he credits liberty’s growth to steady institutional change rather than mass insurrection, urging readers to value juries, petitions, and statutes over street tumult. This perspective aligns with mid-Victorian liberalism: skeptical of aristocratic privilege and court cabal, but equally wary of demagogues who might sacrifice order and legality in the name of popular justice.

The book achieved lasting popularity, enjoying reprints and continued circulation in the later nineteenth century. Families and some teachers used it as an accessible introduction to the national past. Historians, however, have long noted its limitations: a marked anti-Catholic bias; a strongly Anglocentric line; and the simplifications inevitable in translating complex scholarship for children. Those criticisms are fair, yet they also reveal the book’s influence: it codified a version of English history—heroic, constitutional, Protestant—that ordinary readers recognized and often cherished, even as professional historiography moved toward fuller, more critical interpretations of sources and motives.
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    Introduction
Charles John Huffam Dickens (1812–1870) was an English novelist, journalist, and editor whose storytelling reshaped nineteenth-century popular culture. Rising from modest beginnings to international fame, he became one of the defining voices of Victorian literature. His major works—among them The Pickwick Papers, Oliver Twist, David Copperfield, Bleak House, A Tale of Two Cities, Great Expectations, and the enduring A Christmas Carol—combined entertainment with sharp social observation. Through serial publication, he cultivated vast audiences and influenced reading habits across classes. His narratives, at once comic, dramatic, and compassionate, offered a vivid panorama of modern urban life and its moral challenges.
Dickens’s hallmarks included unforgettable characters, rapid narrative momentum, and a blend of humor, sentiment, and satire directed at institutions and abuses of power. He pioneered techniques of serialization that heightened suspense and fostered a unique bond with readers. His public readings expanded the idea of the author as performer, while adaptations quickly extended his reach beyond print. Essays and travel writing, such as American Notes, Pictures from Italy, and later The Uncommercial Traveller, broadened his commentary on contemporary society. The term often associated with his work reflects a vision of gritty urban reality, eccentric personality, and urgent social conscience.
Education and Literary Influences
Dickens’s childhood was marked by financial instability and early exposure to hardship. Born in Portsmouth and raised partly in Chatham and London, he experienced acute family adversity when his father was imprisoned for debt. As a boy, Dickens worked in a factory, an episode that left a lasting impression on his imagination and moral sensibilities. His formal schooling was intermittent, but he read voraciously and observed the streets, workplaces, and institutions that later animated his fiction. These experiences informed the compassion for children and the critique of economic and legal systems that course through his novels and journalism.
Before turning fully to literature, Dickens trained as a clerk in a law office and became a skilled shorthand reporter in the courts and, later, in Parliament. Journalism sharpened his ear for speech, sense of timing, and eye for procedural absurdities. He was also captivated by the theater, sustaining a lifelong interest in performance that influenced his stagecraft on the page and in public readings. Literary influences included eighteenth-century picaresque novelists such as Fielding and Smollett, as well as popular melodrama. From these sources he fashioned a hybrid style: exuberant, episodic, and attuned to the spectacle and detail of urban life.
Literary Career
Dickens’s first sustained success came with Sketches by Boz, lively portraits of London life that led to The Pickwick Papers (1836–37). The comic adventures of Pickwick and his companions sparked a publishing sensation, establishing Dickens as a household name in his twenties. He soon edited Bentley’s Miscellany, where Oliver Twist appeared in serial form. Early on he honed a distinctive mix of caricature, pathos, and social critique, engaging readers with cliffhangers while exposing the conditions of the poor and the workings of authority. Serialization fixed a rhythm of composition and reception that shaped his method and audience relationships.
He followed swiftly with Nicholas Nickleby, The Old Curiosity Shop, and the historical novel Barnaby Rudge, consolidating his public. A journey to the United States in 1842 produced American Notes, a travel narrative attentive to institutions and manners, and fed into Martin Chuzzlewit, parts of which drew on American settings. From 1843 he issued the Christmas Books, beginning with A Christmas Carol, whose festive yet reformist spirit resonated widely. These works combined entertainment with moral appeal, helping to transform seasonal reading and public charity into enduring cultural habits while sustaining his momentum between longer serial novels.
The later 1840s saw formal growth and thematic deepening. Dombey and Son anatomized commercial power and domestic strain with new structural assurance. Pictures from Italy recorded impressions of travel and performance. David Copperfield, serialized at the close of the decade, transformed personal experience into art, tracing a young man’s formation within the pressures of work, family, and ambition. Critics and readers recognized in it a maturity of voice, balancing panoramic social scenes with intimate psychological movement. Throughout, Dickens refined his command of recurring motifs, parallel plots, and emblematic settings that fused realism with theatrical design.
In 1850 he launched the weekly Household Words, an influential platform for reportage, essays, and fiction, often addressing sanitation, education, and labor. To this period belong Bleak House, Hard Times, and Little Dorrit, ambitious serials that interrogated legal, industrial, and bureaucratic systems. Their intricate architectures and recurring images gave new density to his satire and symbolism. Collaborations and contributions from contemporaries enriched the magazines he edited, while his own journalism—later gathered in collections such as The Uncommercial Traveller—extended his role as a public commentator linking narrative art to civic argument.
Dickens founded a successor weekly, All the Year Round, in 1859, inaugurating it with A Tale of Two Cities, a briskly constructed historical romance of revolution and memory. Great Expectations followed, noted for its concentrated design and moral complexity, and then Our Mutual Friend, with its late style of dark comedy and social panorama. The Mystery of Edwin Drood remained unfinished at his death, leaving readers to speculate about its resolution. From the late 1850s he delivered public readings from his works, drawing immense crowds. These performances enhanced his fame and offered a new model of authorial engagement with readers.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Dickens’s convictions were rooted in a practical humanitarianism shaped by personal experience and journalism. He wrote against child labor, grinding poverty, and institutional neglect, advocating improved education, public health, and legal reform. Through Household Words and All the Year Round he reported on sanitation, housing, and workplaces, supporting movements such as the ragged schools. With Angela Burdett-Coutts he helped establish Urania Cottage, a home intended to assist women seeking to rebuild their lives. He raised funds for hospitals, including Great Ormond Street Hospital, and denounced slavery during and after his American journey. His lectures and prefaces pressed for justice while insisting on moral responsibility.
Final Years & Legacy
From 1858 onward Dickens’s schedule of public readings intensified, showcasing his dramatic gifts but taxing his health. In 1865 he survived the Staplehurst rail accident, an ordeal that affected him physically and emotionally. He toured Britain and Ireland repeatedly and visited the United States for a triumphant reading tour in 1867–68. Continuing to write, he began The Mystery of Edwin Drood in 1870. On 9 June 1870 he died at his home, Gad’s Hill Place, likely from a stroke, and was buried in Poets’ Corner, Westminster Abbey, amid widespread national mourning for a figure already synonymous with the age.
Dickens’s legacy is vast. He helped define the possibilities of the serial novel, created a repertoire of characters embedded in global culture, and linked narrative entertainment to social critique with unusual force. His works have remained continuously in print and are adapted across stage, screen, and audio, renewing their relevance for new generations. Scholars debate his blend of sentiment and satire, but agree on his technical ingenuity and civic engagement. His writing contributed enduringly to conversations about poverty, education, and law, and his seasonal tales influenced modern festive traditions. As artist and advocate, he remains central to English-language literary history.
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If you look at a Map of the World, you will see, in the left-hand upper corner of the Eastern Hemisphere, two Islands lying in the sea. They are England and Scotland, and Ireland. England and Scotland form the greater part of these Islands. Ireland is the next in size. The little neighbouring islands, which are so small upon the Map as to be mere dots, are chiefly little bits of Scotland,—broken off, I dare say, in the course of a great length of time, by the power of the restless water.

In the old days, a long, long while ago, before Our Saviour was born on earth and lay asleep in a manger, these Islands were in the same place, and the stormy sea roared round them, just as it roars now. But the sea was not alive, then, with great ships and brave sailors, sailing to and from all parts of the world. It was very lonely. The Islands lay solitary, in the great expanse of water. The foaming waves dashed against their cliffs, and the bleak winds blew over their forests; but the winds and waves brought no adventurers to land upon the Islands, and the savage Islanders knew nothing of the rest of the world, and the rest of the world knew nothing of them.

It is supposed that the Phœnicians[1], who were an ancient people, famous for carrying on trade, came in ships to these Islands, and found that they produced tin and lead; both very useful things, as you know, and both produced to this very hour upon the sea-coast. The most celebrated tin mines in Cornwall are, still, close to the sea. One of them, which I have seen, is so close to it that it is hollowed out underneath the ocean; and the miners say, that in stormy weather, when they are at work down in that deep place, they can hear the noise of the waves thundering above their heads. So, the Phœnicians, coasting about the Islands, would come, without much difficulty, to where the tin and lead were.

The Phœnicians traded with the Islanders for these metals, and gave the Islanders some other useful things in exchange. The Islanders were, at first, poor savages, going almost naked, or only dressed in the rough skins of beasts, and staining their bodies, as other savages do, with coloured earths and the juices of plants. But the Phœnicians, sailing over to the opposite coasts of France and Belgium, and saying to the people there, ‘We have been to those white cliffs across the water, which you can see in fine weather, and from that country, which is called Britain, we bring this tin and lead,’ tempted some of the French and Belgians to come over also. These people settled themselves on the south coast of England, which is now called Kent; and, although they were a rough people too, they taught the savage Britons some useful arts, and improved that part of the Islands. It is probable that other people came over from Spain to Ireland, and settled there.

Thus, by little and little, strangers became mixed with the Islanders, and the savage Britons grew into a wild, bold people; almost savage, still, especially in the interior of the country away from the sea where the foreign settlers seldom went; but hardy, brave, and strong.

The whole country was covered with forests, and swamps. The greater part of it was very misty and cold. There were no roads, no bridges, no streets, no houses that you would think deserving of the name. A town was nothing but a collection of straw-covered huts, hidden in a thick wood, with a ditch all round, and a low wall, made of mud, or the trunks of trees placed one upon another. The people planted little or no corn, but lived upon the flesh of their flocks and cattle. They made no coins, but used metal rings for money. They were clever in basket-work, as savage people often are; and they could make a coarse kind of cloth, and some very bad earthenware. But in building fortresses they were much more clever.

They made boats of basket-work, covered with the skins of animals, but seldom, if ever, ventured far from the shore. They made swords, of copper mixed with tin; but, these swords were of an awkward shape, and so soft that a heavy blow would bend one. They made light shields, short pointed daggers, and spears—which they jerked back after they had thrown them at an enemy, by a long strip of leather fastened to the stem. The butt-end was a rattle, to frighten an enemy’s horse. The ancient Britons, being divided into as many as thirty or forty tribes, each commanded by its own little king, were constantly fighting with one another, as savage people usually do; and they always fought with these weapons.

They were very fond of horses. The standard of Kent was the picture of a white horse. They could break them in and manage them wonderfully well. Indeed, the horses (of which they had an abundance, though they were rather small) were so well taught in those days, that they can scarcely be said to have improved since; though the men are so much wiser. They understood, and obeyed, every word of command; and would stand still by themselves, in all the din and noise of battle, while their masters went to fight on foot. The Britons could not have succeeded in their most remarkable art, without the aid of these sensible and trusty animals. The art I mean, is the construction and management of war-chariots or cars, for which they have ever been celebrated in history. Each of the best sort of these chariots, not quite breast high in front, and open at the back, contained one man to drive, and two or three others to fight—all standing up. The horses who drew them were so well trained, that they would tear, at full gallop, over the most stony ways, and even through the woods; dashing down their masters’ enemies beneath their hoofs, and cutting them to pieces with the blades of swords, or scythes, which were fastened to the wheels, and stretched out beyond the car on each side, for that cruel purpose. In a moment, while at full speed, the horses would stop, at the driver’s command. The men within would leap out, deal blows about them with their swords like hail, leap on the horses, on the pole, spring back into the chariots anyhow; and, as soon as they were safe, the horses tore away again.

The Britons had a strange and terrible religion, called the Religion of the Druids[2]. It seems to have been brought over, in very early times indeed, from the opposite country of France, anciently called Gaul, and to have mixed up the worship of the Serpent, and of the Sun and Moon, with the worship of some of the Heathen Gods and Goddesses. Most of its ceremonies were kept secret by the priests, the Druids, who pretended to be enchanters, and who carried magicians’ wands, and wore, each of them, about his neck, what he told the ignorant people was a Serpent’s egg in a golden case. But it is certain that the Druidical ceremonies included the sacrifice of human victims, the torture of some suspected criminals, and, on particular occasions, even the burning alive, in immense wicker cages, of a number of men and animals together. The Druid Priests had some kind of veneration for the Oak, and for the mistletoe—the same plant that we hang up in houses at Christmas Time now—when its white berries grew upon the Oak. They met together in dark woods, which they called Sacred Groves; and there they instructed, in their mysterious arts, young men who came to them as pupils, and who sometimes stayed with them as long as twenty years.

These Druids built great Temples and altars, open to the sky, fragments of some of which are yet remaining. Stonehenge, on Salisbury Plain, in Wiltshire, is the most extraordinary of these. Three curious stones, called Kits Coty House, on Bluebell Hill, near Maidstone, in Kent, form another. We know, from examination of the great blocks of which such buildings are made, that they could not have been raised without the aid of some ingenious machines, which are common now, but which the ancient Britons certainly did not use in making their own uncomfortable houses. I should not wonder if the Druids, and their pupils who stayed with them twenty years, knowing more than the rest of the Britons, kept the people out of sight while they made these buildings, and then pretended that they built them by magic. Perhaps they had a hand in the fortresses too; at all events, as they were very powerful, and very much believed in, and as they made and executed the laws, and paid no taxes, I don’t wonder that they liked their trade. And, as they persuaded the people the more Druids there were, the better off the people would be, I don’t wonder that there were a good many of them. But it is pleasant to think that there are no Druids, now, who go on in that way, and pretend to carry Enchanters’ Wands and Serpents’ Eggs—and of course there is nothing of the kind, anywhere.

Such was the improved condition of the ancient Britons, fifty-five years before the birth of Our Saviour, when the Romans, under their great General, Julius Cæsar, were masters of all the rest of the known world. Julius Cæsar had then just conquered Gaul; and hearing, in Gaul, a good deal about the opposite Island with the white cliffs, and about the bravery of the Britons who inhabited it—some of whom had been fetched over to help the Gauls in the war against him—he resolved, as he was so near, to come and conquer Britain next.

So, Julius Cæsar came sailing over to this Island of ours, with eighty vessels and twelve thousand men. And he came from the French coast between Calais and Boulogne, ‘because thence was the shortest passage into Britain;’ just for the same reason as our steam-boats now take the same track, every day. He expected to conquer Britain easily: but it was not such easy work as he supposed—for the bold Britons fought most bravely; and, what with not having his horse-soldiers with him (for they had been driven back by a storm), and what with having some of his vessels dashed to pieces by a high tide after they were drawn ashore, he ran great risk of being totally defeated. However, for once that the bold Britons beat him, he beat them twice; though not so soundly but that he was very glad to accept their proposals of peace, and go away.

But, in the spring of the next year, he came back; this time, with eight hundred vessels and thirty thousand men. The British tribes chose, as their general-in-chief, a Briton, whom the Romans in their Latin language called Cassivellaunus, but whose British name is supposed to have been Caswallon. A brave general he was, and well he and his soldiers fought the Roman army! So well, that whenever in that war the Roman soldiers saw a great cloud of dust, and heard the rattle of the rapid British chariots, they trembled in their hearts. Besides a number of smaller battles, there was a battle fought near Canterbury, in Kent; there was a battle fought near Chertsey, in Surrey; there was a battle fought near a marshy little town in a wood, the capital of that part of Britain which belonged to Cassivellaunus, and which was probably near what is now Saint Albans, in Hertfordshire. However, brave Cassivellaunus had the worst of it, on the whole; though he and his men always fought like lions. As the other British chiefs were jealous of him, and were always quarrelling with him, and with one another, he gave up, and proposed peace. Julius Cæsar was very glad to grant peace easily, and to go away again with all his remaining ships and men. He had expected to find pearls in Britain, and he may have found a few for anything I know; but, at all events, he found delicious oysters, and I am sure he found tough Britons—of whom, I dare say, he made the same complaint as Napoleon Bonaparte the great French General did, eighteen hundred years afterwards, when he said they were such unreasonable fellows that they never knew when they were beaten. They never did know, I believe, and never will.

Nearly a hundred years passed on, and all that time, there was peace in Britain. The Britons improved their towns and mode of life: became more civilised, travelled, and learnt a great deal from the Gauls and Romans. At last, the Roman Emperor, Claudius, sent Aulus Plautius, a skilful general, with a mighty force, to subdue the Island, and shortly afterwards arrived himself. They did little; and Ostorius Scapula, another general, came. Some of the British Chiefs of Tribes submitted. Others resolved to fight to the death. Of these brave men, the bravest was Caractacus, or Caradoc, who gave battle to the Romans, with his army, among the mountains of North Wales. ‘This day,’ said he to his soldiers, ‘decides the fate of Britain! Your liberty, or your eternal slavery, dates from this hour. Remember your brave ancestors, who drove the great Cæsar himself across the sea!’ On hearing these words, his men, with a great shout, rushed upon the Romans. But the strong Roman swords and armour were too much for the weaker British weapons in close conflict. The Britons lost the day. The wife and daughter of the brave Caractacus were taken prisoners; his brothers delivered themselves up; he himself was betrayed into the hands of the Romans by his false and base stepmother: and they carried him, and all his family, in triumph to Rome.

But a great man will be great in misfortune, great in prison, great in chains. His noble air, and dignified endurance of distress, so touched the Roman people who thronged the streets to see him, that he and his family were restored to freedom. No one knows whether his great heart broke, and he died in Rome, or whether he ever returned to his own dear country. English oaks have grown up from acorns, and withered away, when they were hundreds of years old—and other oaks have sprung up in their places, and died too, very aged—since the rest of the history of the brave Caractacus was forgotten.

Still, the Britons would not yield. They rose again and again, and died by thousands, sword in hand. They rose, on every possible occasion. Suetonius, another Roman general, came, and stormed the Island of Anglesey (then called Mona), which was supposed to be sacred, and he burnt the Druids in their own wicker cages, by their own fires. But, even while he was in Britain, with his victorious troops, the Britons rose. Because Boadicea, a British queen, the widow of the King of the Norfolk and Suffolk people, resisted the plundering of her property by the Romans who were settled in England, she was scourged, by order of Catus a Roman officer; and her two daughters were shamefully insulted in her presence, and her husband’s relations were made slaves. To avenge this injury, the Britons rose, with all their might and rage. They drove Catus into Gaul; they laid the Roman possessions waste; they forced the Romans out of London, then a poor little town, but a trading place; they hanged, burnt, crucified, and slew by the sword, seventy thousand Romans in a few days. Suetonius strengthened his army, and advanced to give them battle. They strengthened their army, and desperately attacked his, on the field where it was strongly posted. Before the first charge of the Britons was made, Boadicea, in a war-chariot, with her fair hair streaming in the wind, and her injured daughters lying at her feet, drove among the troops, and cried to them for vengeance on their oppressors, the licentious Romans. The Britons fought to the last; but they were vanquished with great slaughter, and the unhappy queen took poison.

Still, the spirit of the Britons was not broken. When Suetonius left the country, they fell upon his troops, and retook the Island of Anglesey. Agricola came, fifteen or twenty years afterwards, and retook it once more, and devoted seven years to subduing the country, especially that part of it which is now called Scotland; but, its people, the Caledonians, resisted him at every inch of ground. They fought the bloodiest battles with him; they killed their very wives and children, to prevent his making prisoners of them; they fell, fighting, in such great numbers that certain hills in Scotland are yet supposed to be vast heaps of stones piled up above their graves. Hadrian came, thirty years afterwards, and still they resisted him. Severus came, nearly a hundred years afterwards, and they worried his great army like dogs, and rejoiced to see them die, by thousands, in the bogs and swamps. Caracalla, the son and successor of Severus, did the most to conquer them, for a time; but not by force of arms. He knew how little that would do. He yielded up a quantity of land to the Caledonians, and gave the Britons the same privileges as the Romans possessed. There was peace, after this, for seventy years.

Then new enemies arose. They were the Saxons, a fierce, sea-faring people from the countries to the North of the Rhine, the great river of Germany on the banks of which the best grapes grow to make the German wine. They began to come, in pirate ships, to the sea-coast of Gaul and Britain, and to plunder them. They were repulsed by Carausius, a native either of Belgium or of Britain, who was appointed by the Romans to the command, and under whom the Britons first began to fight upon the sea. But, after this time, they renewed their ravages. A few years more, and the Scots (which was then the name for the people of Ireland), and the Picts, a northern people, began to make frequent plundering incursions into the South of Britain. All these attacks were repeated, at intervals, during two hundred years, and through a long succession of Roman Emperors and chiefs; during all which length of time, the Britons rose against the Romans, over and over again. At last, in the days of the Roman Honorius, when the Roman power all over the world was fast declining, and when Rome wanted all her soldiers at home, the Romans abandoned all hope of conquering Britain, and went away. And still, at last, as at first, the Britons rose against them, in their old brave manner; for, a very little while before, they had turned away the Roman magistrates, and declared themselves an independent people.

Five hundred years had passed, since Julius Cæsar’s first invasion of the Island, when the Romans departed from it for ever. In the course of that time, although they had been the cause of terrible fighting and bloodshed, they had done much to improve the condition of the Britons. They had made great military roads; they had built forts; they had taught them how to dress, and arm themselves, much better than they had ever known how to do before; they had refined the whole British way of living. Agricola had built a great wall of earth, more than seventy miles long, extending from Newcastle to beyond Carlisle, for the purpose of keeping out the Picts and Scots; Hadrian had strengthened it; Severus, finding it much in want of repair, had built it afresh of stone.

Above all, it was in the Roman time, and by means of Roman ships, that the Christian Religion was first brought into Britain, and its people first taught the great lesson that, to be good in the sight of God, they must love their neighbours as themselves, and do unto others as they would be done by. The Druids declared that it was very wicked to believe in any such thing, and cursed all the people who did believe it, very heartily. But, when the people found that they were none the better for the blessings of the Druids, and none the worse for the curses of the Druids, but, that the sun shone and the rain fell without consulting the Druids at all, they just began to think that the Druids were mere men, and that it signified very little whether they cursed or blessed. After which, the pupils of the Druids fell off greatly in numbers, and the Druids took to other trades.

Thus I have come to the end of the Roman time in England. It is but little that is known of those five hundred years; but some remains of them are still found. Often, when labourers are digging up the ground, to make foundations for houses or churches, they light on rusty money that once belonged to the Romans. Fragments of plates from which they ate, of goblets from which they drank, and of pavement on which they trod, are discovered among the earth that is broken by the plough, or the dust that is crumbled by the gardener’s spade. Wells that the Romans sunk, still yield water; roads that the Romans made, form part of our highways. In some old battle-fields, British spear-heads and Roman armour have been found, mingled together in decay, as they fell in the thick pressure of the fight. Traces of Roman camps overgrown with grass, and of mounds that are the burial-places of heaps of Britons, are to be seen in almost all parts of the country. Across the bleak moors of Northumberland, the wall of Severus, overrun with moss and weeds, still stretches, a strong ruin; and the shepherds and their dogs lie sleeping on it in the summer weather. On Salisbury Plain, Stonehenge yet stands: a monument of the earlier time when the Roman name was unknown in Britain, and when the Druids, with their best magic wands, could not have written it in the sands of the wild sea-shore.
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The Romans had scarcely gone away from Britain, when the Britons began to wish they had never left it. For, the Romans being gone, and the Britons being much reduced in numbers by their long wars, the Picts and Scots came pouring in, over the broken and unguarded wall of Severus[3], in swarms. They plundered the richest towns, and killed the people; and came back so often for more booty and more slaughter, that the unfortunate Britons lived a life of terror. As if the Picts and Scots were not bad enough on land, the Saxons attacked the islanders by sea; and, as if something more were still wanting to make them miserable, they quarrelled bitterly among themselves as to what prayers they ought to say, and how they ought to say them. The priests, being very angry with one another on these questions, cursed one another in the heartiest manner; and (uncommonly like the old Druids) cursed all the people whom they could not persuade. So, altogether, the Britons were very badly off, you may believe.

They were in such distress, in short, that they sent a letter to Rome entreating help—which they called the Groans of the Britons; and in which they said, ‘The barbarians chase us into the sea, the sea throws us back upon the barbarians, and we have only the hard choice left us of perishing by the sword, or perishing by the waves.’ But, the Romans could not help them, even if they were so inclined; for they had enough to do to defend themselves against their own enemies, who were then very fierce and strong. At last, the Britons, unable to bear their hard condition any longer, resolved to make peace with the Saxons, and to invite the Saxons to come into their country, and help them to keep out the Picts and Scots.

It was a British Prince named Vortigern who took this resolution, and who made a treaty of friendship with Hengist and Horsa, two Saxon chiefs. Both of these names, in the old Saxon language, signify Horse; for the Saxons, like many other nations in a rough state, were fond of giving men the names of animals, as Horse, Wolf, Bear, Hound. The Indians of North America,—a very inferior people to the Saxons, though—do the same to this day.

Hengist and Horsa drove out the Picts and Scots; and Vortigern, being grateful to them for that service, made no opposition to their settling themselves in that part of England which is called the Isle of Thanet, or to their inviting over more of their countrymen to join them. But Hengist had a beautiful daughter named Rowena; and when, at a feast, she filled a golden goblet to the brim with wine, and gave it to Vortigern, saying in a sweet voice, ‘Dear King, thy health!’ the King fell in love with her. My opinion is, that the cunning Hengist meant him to do so, in order that the Saxons might have greater influence with him; and that the fair Rowena came to that feast, golden goblet and all, on purpose.

At any rate, they were married; and, long afterwards, whenever the King was angry with the Saxons, or jealous of their encroachments, Rowena would put her beautiful arms round his neck, and softly say, ‘Dear King, they are my people! Be favourable to them, as you loved that Saxon girl who gave you the golden goblet of wine at the feast!’ And, really, I don’t see how the King could help himself.

Ah! We must all die! In the course of years, Vortigern died—he was dethroned, and put in prison, first, I am afraid; and Rowena died; and generations of Saxons and Britons died; and events that happened during a long, long time, would have been quite forgotten but for the tales and songs of the old Bards, who used to go about from feast to feast, with their white beards, recounting the deeds of their forefathers. Among the histories of which they sang and talked, there was a famous one, concerning the bravery and virtues of King Arthur, supposed to have been a British Prince in those old times. But, whether such a person really lived, or whether there were several persons whose histories came to be confused together under that one name, or whether all about him was invention, no one knows.

I will tell you, shortly, what is most interesting in the early Saxon times, as they are described in these songs and stories of the Bards.

In, and long after, the days of Vortigern, fresh bodies of Saxons, under various chiefs, came pouring into Britain. One body, conquering the Britons in the East, and settling there, called their kingdom Essex; another body settled in the West, and called their kingdom Wessex; the Northfolk, or Norfolk people, established themselves in one place; the Southfolk, or Suffolk people, established themselves in another; and gradually seven kingdoms or states arose in England, which were called the Saxon Heptarchy. The poor Britons, falling back before these crowds of fighting men whom they had innocently invited over as friends, retired into Wales and the adjacent country; into Devonshire, and into Cornwall. Those parts of England long remained unconquered. And in Cornwall now—where the sea-coast is very gloomy, steep, and rugged—where, in the dark winter-time, ships have often been wrecked close to the land, and every soul on board has perished—where the winds and waves howl drearily and split the solid rocks into arches and caverns—there are very ancient ruins, which the people call the ruins of King Arthur’s Castle.

Kent is the most famous of the seven Saxon kingdoms, because the Christian religion was preached to the Saxons there (who domineered over the Britons too much, to care for what they said about their religion, or anything else) by Augustine, a monk from Rome. King Ethelbert, of Kent, was soon converted; and the moment he said he was a Christian, his courtiers all said they were Christians; after which, ten thousand of his subjects said they were Christians too. Augustine built a little church, close to this King’s palace, on the ground now occupied by the beautiful cathedral of Canterbury. Sebert, the King’s nephew, built on a muddy marshy place near London, where there had been a temple to Apollo, a church dedicated to Saint Peter, which is now Westminster Abbey. And, in London itself, on the foundation of a temple to Diana, he built another little church which has risen up, since that old time, to be Saint Paul’s.

After the death of Ethelbert, Edwin, King of Northumbria, who was such a good king that it was said a woman or child might openly carry a purse of gold, in his reign, without fear, allowed his child to be baptised, and held a great council to consider whether he and his people should all be Christians or not. It was decided that they should be. Coifi, the chief priest of the old religion, made a great speech on the occasion. In this discourse, he told the people that he had found out the old gods to be impostors. ‘I am quite satisfied of it,’ he said. ‘Look at me! I have been serving them all my life, and they have done nothing for me; whereas, if they had been really powerful, they could not have decently done less, in return for all I have done for them, than make my fortune. As they have never made my fortune, I am quite convinced they are impostors!’ When this singular priest had finished speaking, he hastily armed himself with sword and lance, mounted a war-horse, rode at a furious gallop in sight of all the people to the temple, and flung his lance against it as an insult. From that time, the Christian religion spread itself among the Saxons, and became their faith.

The next very famous prince was Egbert. He lived about a hundred and fifty years afterwards, and claimed to have a better right to the throne of Wessex than Beortric, another Saxon prince who was at the head of that kingdom, and who married Edburga, the daughter of Offa, king of another of the seven kingdoms. This Queen Edburga was a handsome murderess, who poisoned people when they offended her. One day, she mixed a cup of poison for a certain noble belonging to the court; but her husband drank of it too, by mistake, and died. Upon this, the people revolted, in great crowds; and running to the palace, and thundering at the gates, cried, ‘Down with the wicked queen, who poisons men!’ They drove her out of the country, and abolished the title she had disgraced. When years had passed away, some travellers came home from Italy, and said that in the town of Pavia they had seen a ragged beggar-woman, who had once been handsome, but was then shrivelled, bent, and yellow, wandering about the streets, crying for bread; and that this beggar-woman was the poisoning English queen. It was, indeed, Edburga; and so she died, without a shelter for her wretched head.

Egbert, not considering himself safe in England, in consequence of his having claimed the crown of Wessex (for he thought his rival might take him prisoner and put him to death), sought refuge at the court of Charlemagne, King of France. On the death of Beortric, so unhappily poisoned by mistake, Egbert came back to Britain; succeeded to the throne of Wessex; conquered some of the other monarchs of the seven kingdoms; added their territories to his own; and, for the first time, called the country over which he ruled, England.

And now, new enemies arose, who, for a long time, troubled England sorely. These were the Northmen, the people of Denmark and Norway, whom the English called the Danes. They were a warlike people, quite at home upon the sea; not Christians; very daring and cruel. They came over in ships, and plundered and burned wheresoever they landed. Once, they beat Egbert in battle. Once, Egbert beat them. But, they cared no more for being beaten than the English themselves. In the four following short reigns, of Ethelwulf, and his sons, Ethelbald, Ethelbert, and Ethelred, they came back, over and over again, burning and plundering, and laying England waste. In the last-mentioned reign, they seized Edmund, King of East England, and bound him to a tree. Then, they proposed to him that he should change his religion; but he, being a good Christian, steadily refused. Upon that, they beat him, made cowardly jests upon him, all defenceless as he was, shot arrows at him, and, finally, struck off his head. It is impossible to say whose head they might have struck off next, but for the death of King Ethelred from a wound he had received in fighting against them, and the succession to his throne of the best and wisest king that ever lived in England.
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Alfred the Great was a young man, three-and-twenty years of age, when he became king. Twice in his childhood, he had been taken to Rome, where the Saxon nobles were in the habit of going on journeys which they supposed to be religious; and, once, he had stayed for some time in Paris. Learning, however, was so little cared for, then, that at twelve years old he had not been taught to read; although, of the sons of King Ethelwulf, he, the youngest, was the favourite. But he had—as most men who grow up to be great and good are generally found to have had—an excellent mother; and, one day, this lady, whose name was Osburga, happened, as she was sitting among her sons, to read a book of Saxon poetry. The art of printing was not known until long and long after that period, and the book, which was written, was what is called ‘illuminated,’ with beautiful bright letters, richly painted. The brothers admiring it very much, their mother said, ‘I will give it to that one of you four princes who first learns to read.’ Alfred sought out a tutor that very day, applied himself to learn with great diligence, and soon won the book. He was proud of it, all his life.

This great king, in the first year of his reign, fought nine battles with the Danes. He made some treaties with them too, by which the false Danes swore they would quit the country. They pretended to consider that they had taken a very solemn oath, in swearing this upon the holy bracelets that they wore, and which were always buried with them when they died; but they cared little for it, for they thought nothing of breaking oaths and treaties too, as soon as it suited their purpose, and coming back again to fight, plunder, and burn, as usual. One fatal winter, in the fourth year of King Alfred’s reign, they spread themselves in great numbers over the whole of England; and so dispersed and routed the King’s soldiers that the King was left alone, and was obliged to disguise himself as a common peasant, and to take refuge in the cottage of one of his cowherds who did not know his face.

Here, King Alfred, while the Danes sought him far and near, was left alone one day, by the cowherd’s wife, to watch some cakes which she put to bake upon the hearth. But, being at work upon his bow and arrows, with which he hoped to punish the false Danes when a brighter time should come, and thinking deeply of his poor unhappy subjects whom the Danes chased through the land, his noble mind forgot the cakes, and they were burnt. ‘What!’ said the cowherd’s wife, who scolded him well when she came back, and little thought she was scolding the King, ‘you will be ready enough to eat them by-and-by, and yet you cannot watch them, idle dog?’

At length, the Devonshire men made head against a new host of Danes who landed on their coast; killed their chief, and captured their flag; on which was represented the likeness of a Raven—a very fit bird for a thievish army like that, I think. The loss of their standard troubled the Danes greatly, for they believed it to be enchanted—woven by the three daughters of one father in a single afternoon—and they had a story among themselves that when they were victorious in battle, the Raven stretched his wings and seemed to fly; and that when they were defeated, he would droop. He had good reason to droop, now, if he could have done anything half so sensible; for, King Alfred joined the Devonshire men; made a camp with them on a piece of firm ground in the midst of a bog in Somersetshire; and prepared for a great attempt for vengeance on the Danes, and the deliverance of his oppressed people.

But, first, as it was important to know how numerous those pestilent Danes were, and how they were fortified, King Alfred, being a good musician, disguised himself as a glee-man or minstrel, and went, with his harp, to the Danish camp. He played and sang in the very tent of Guthrum[4] the Danish leader, and entertained the Danes as they caroused. While he seemed to think of nothing but his music, he was watchful of their tents, their arms, their
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