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Introduction

Sheep of a feather flock together. Humans are much the same. They gather into flocks of people who live in the same place and share their language and culture. We call these human flocks ‘nations’.

The citizens squabble among themselves, of course. They compete to decide who will be leader of the flock and separate into rival tribes – red, white or blue. They even sometimes threaten to start their own flock with their own rules. Until, that is, a pack of wolves appears to threaten their very existence. Then differences are set aside, a leader emerges, and suddenly the tribes of the nation forget their differences and remember they are all part of the same flock. They unite under their red, white and blue flag and face the enemy.

This is how it is with humans: we are defined not by our friends but by our enemies.

If you win a few battles your self-belief grows. You don’t see yourself as any old flock. You see yourself as the flock. You see a bit of wolf when you look in the mirror. Maybe you head off to confront other flocks and sample some of their grass.

There’s a modest group of islands off the coast of northern Europe. The flock there was divided by the name of their tribe – Iceni or Pict or Silures or Scot. Then along came a wolf-pack that wanted their wealth, and a predictable thing happened: the tribes of the flock set aside their differences and rebelled against the common enemy.

Thousands of years – and at least ten bitter enemies – later, one of those Brits was bold enough to declare: ‘The British are special. The world knows it. In our innermost thoughts we know it. This is the greatest nation on Earth.’

A true nationalist, but not one of Elizabeth I’s world conquerors. It was spoken in the last thirty years. By whom? Nigel Farage? No. (I’ll tell you later.)

This bloke (there’s a clue) is echoing Shakespeare’s John of Gaunt, who famously boasted that Britain (and especially England) is a sceptred isle, an earth of majesty. Not only is it an other Eden, demi-paradise, but the rest of the world live in less happier lands.

Many Britons today believe that they are different. And when they say ‘different’ they really mean ‘better’. That raises two questions: first, are they right? And second, where did they get that idea from?

A History of Britain in Ten Enemies will try to answer those questions, offering evidence so the reader can make up their own mind as to the place of Britain in today’s world. But I hope you’ll also find the journey entertaining: the actions of our ancestors were often surprisingly silly.

The Celts who lived in Great Britain called themselves ‘Pretani’. Then, when the Romans tried to invade, they invented a goddess of the island, a warrior woman called Britannia. And so for centuries Britain was guarded by a woman armed with a shield and an outsize toasting fork. She was probably meant to be seen as a benevolent goddess who was protective of her people. It could have been a way of encouraging the Britons to accept Roman rule.

To this day, Britannia stands as a symbol of British defiance. We have the Royal Navy’s nuclear ballistic missile system, which we named ‘Trident’. We also have the song ‘Rule, Britannia!’, written by James Thomson and set to music by Thomas Arne in 1740. It was originally part of a musical stage show about how Alfred the Great’s navy helped defeat the Danes. The British Navy didn’t actually command the seas when the song was written. You have to suspect that Thomson borrowed the sentiment from Shakespeare who said, ‘This England never did, nor never shall, / Lie at the proud foot of a conqueror’. (It’s fair to say the Bard would not have passed GCSE History because England had a track record of being conquered.)

Those words are sung lustily to this day, but they are odd:


When Britain first, at Heaven’s command

Arose from out the azure main,

This was the charter of the land,

And guardian angels sang this strain:

‘Rule, Britannia! rule the waves:

Britons never will be slaves.’



So God spoke, and Britain rose up out of the blue sea. Why did God do this? She wanted someone to command the seas because She was a bit busy. She was creating night and day, earth and water, the fish of the sea, the fowl of the air, and every living thing that moveth upon the Earth, including a man and a woman in the image of God – a sort of primeval selfie. And all that in the first week. No wonder God said, ‘I’m having a bit of trouble with Adam and Eve, a snake and an apple. Can you rule the waves, Britannia, while I Almighty sort out the almighty mess they’ve made?’

Where did Britannia’s prehistoric peoples come from? The most accurate thing we can say is that they all came from somewhere in Europe. These ancient immigrants had no passports or visas, no work permits and paid no tax. We can also be sure they didn’t live off tax credits and they weren’t medical tourists. Even the British National Party would have let them stay. In 1982 the BNP stated quite clearly, ‘Immigration into Britain by non-Europeans should be terminated forthwith, and we should organize a massive programme of repatriation and resettlement overseas of those peoples of non-European origin already resident in this country.’ According to their first policy on repatriation that year, ‘The British National Party exists to secure a future for the indigenous peoples of these islands in the North Atlantic which have been our homeland for a millennia.’fn1

So who arrived in Britain first – who are the ‘indigenous peoples’ who therefore have the right to decide whether or not to allow in ‘outsiders’?

The first prehistoric arrivals just wanted to do a bit of hunting and gathering, and faced no newspaper campaign to deport them. They did face hippos, which inhabited the Thames, as well as mammoths, rhinos and giant beavers. The hunters had invented tools, and soon after that invented endangered species. They could already harness fire – imagine the barbecues you could have with giant beaver. That’s why you don’t find today’s babbling brooks blocked by beaver dams or the motorways slicked by micturating mammoths.

Britain was left unoccupied by humans between one hundred and eighty thousand and sixty thousand years ago. During this period Britain suffered several ice ages, which made it too cold to stick around, with temperatures averaging around -10 degrees Celsius. Sea levels were low enough for an easy crossing back to cosy Europe. Then, as it warmed up, the Neanderthals returned.

These big-brained, beetle-browed boys and girls disappeared forty thousand years ago, not long after Homo sapiens arrived in Europe. Neanderthals couldn’t compete for Britain’s resources and today they are generally believed to be extinct, though there are reports of sightings in a place called the House of Lords.

Modern humans strolled to and fro across a land bridge connecting what’s now the Netherlands to East Anglia, before it flooded around 6000 BC. The hunters used natural features like cliffs to drive wild animals to their deaths and eat them. The idea was certainly around in France in 18000 BC, when there is evidence that horses were driven over cliffs and finished off with a bludgeon to the brain (perhaps they used a pony club). Then, around 4000 BC, farmers arrived from Europe to plant crops and domesticate animals.

The ancient Brits were spiritual. They looked after their dead. In west Britain, tombs were built out of stone and hidden under mounds of rubble; in the stoneless east the dead were buried under long barrows (mounds of earth over timber houses). Fussell’s Lodge in Wiltshire, on the edge of Salisbury Plain, was created around 3630 BC. It’s a long barrow with a timber house that held the remains of over fifty people (and an ox skull). The building was covered in a mound of chalk. Most of the bodies were buried shortly after death, but some died quite a while before their remains were interred. At one end of the long barrow there was usually a ‘mortuary house’. That’s where a dead body would be left to rot till the flesh fell off and the bones were scraped clean before they were buried. Nice work for the undertaker.

These hefty-but-holy men and women littered the landscape with wooden henges. No planning permission was sought. They got around using dug-out boats carved from tree trunks (canoe believe it?), spreading across Britain. But the population was in decline until in 2500 BC the Beaker people arrived.

These beaker-making farmers traced their origins to Turkey. Soon they would replace most of the old British natives. Wood henges were modernized into stone henges. They buried their dead with stylized bell-shaped pots, copper daggers, arrowheads and stone wrist guards and made unusual perforated buttons. The Stone Age Britons were swamped by the immigrants.

Stonehenge is still there today and – a bit like the mystery of Jack the Ripper – there are new theories every year. Some are brilliant, many are batty. Who Built Stonehenge? Pick your theory:


	Stonehenge is about the same age as the pyramids so it must have been built by Egyptians.

	Stonehenge was built by priests from a Mediterranean island in 1600 BC.

	Stonehenge is the site of the Garden of Eden.

	Stonehenge was built by aliens as a launch pad for their spaceships. Using only stones.



The theories as to why it was built are too numerous to list in full. A giant calendar? A gateway to the land of the dead? We don’t know for certain. We do, however, know the odd story of how it came into public ownership.

In 1915 Cecil Chubb, a rich barrister, went to an auction in a Salisbury theatre to buy a pair of curtains. At the auction, Stonehenge was put up for sale by the aristocratic Antrobus family who’d owned it for generations. Cecil began bidding for Stonehenge. Why? Some say it was a birthday present for his wife. Maybe she liked necklaces and rings, and asked for something unique featuring big stones? Others say he was stirred by his love of Britannia and bid to stop a foreign chap getting his hands on a piece of British history.

Three years later Chubb gifted the site to the nation. The Brit people got Stonehenge; Cecil got a knighthood. (There is no record of him getting his curtains.)

By 1200 BC, more than a thousand years after Stonehenge was erected, people began to live in villages. The Britons congregated in tribes and many built hill forts. You’d only erect defences if you were afraid of being attacked, so these tribes must have had rivalries, maybe about land but probably about wealth. Trade with those foreigners on the continent was growing, and the Brit tribal chiefs became the fat cats of Bronze Age Britain. Their tombs were opulent. The chiefs were dead rich – but still dead.

By 750 BC the Iron Age was beginning and there were about one hundred and fifty thousand inhabitants in Britain. You’d require two Wembley Stadiums to fit them in. Britain needed more immigrants to grow. But around 500 BC bands of rather aggressive immigrants arrived, known as the Celts. Some historians believe the Celts worshipped certain trees, believing that the natural world contained spirits. You could pray to rocks, streams and mountains – but trying to get a reply from a mountain is an uphill struggle.

There was no uniting of the tribes to repel these incomers. There was no ‘Britannia’ yet. The underpopulated islands simply absorbed the Celts. Or maybe the Celts were the Beaker People. Historians are still squabbling. Let’s not get involved.

What we can say is that a more warlike bunch of immigrants drifted into Britannia’s green and pleasant land. By 300 BC swords were making their appearance in place of daggers. Where there’s wealth there’s someone out there who wants to relieve the rich of it. And Britain was rich in tin, particularly in Cornwall. Once you’d used your new sword to kill someone for a few newfangled coins, you wouldn’t bury them. Some corpses were now chargrilled – or, as more PC people prefer to call it, cremated.

As well as cremation, Celts brought some nasty habits with them. Nasty habits like sacrifices.

Legend says that the city of Bath, long before the Romans arrived to build their famous baths, was founded by the British prince Bladud. The poor lad contracted leprosy so he was exiled to be a swineherd (a boaring job). When the swine caught leprosy they ran into the mud and were cured – Bladud copied the swine and he was cured. He returned to be king of the Brits. And miraculous Bath became a place to make sacrifices.

Many of the ‘facts’ about Celts come from later Roman chroniclers who wanted to make the Romans look ‘civilized’ in comparison. The Romans claimed the Celts believed that severed heads could speak, tell the future and give you warnings. Celts (they said) claimed that dead heads were extra-powerful in groups of three, and they had several goddesses with three heads including Morrígan, an Irish goddess of war and fate. Each head represented a different aspect of her nature – battle, death and prophecy. With that kind of workload, three heads are better than one.

The Celts really believed in the power of the head. They stuck rotting heads on poles at the gates of their hill forts. They threw heads into lakes and rivers as a gift to the gods and nailed enemy heads to their walls as a sort of decoration. Celts kept enemy heads pickled so they could be taken out and looked at by visitors as a grim conversation piece.

Modern archaeology confirms that Celts buried some of their dead with the head removed and placed between the legs. There is no definitive answer as to why they did this. Some say the Celts believed that the head was the seat of the soul, and that by removing it and placing it there they were ensuring that the soul would be reborn. So maybe it was a show of affection: ‘You’re dead, mate, come back soon. Missing you already.’

An alternative – and contradictory – suggestion is that the Celts believed that the head was a source of power, and that by removing it and placing it between the legs they were preventing the deceased from using that power to harm the living. More a way of saying, ‘You are dead. Please stay dead and don’t haunt your old pals.’

The sensible explanation is that the Celts simply buried their dead in this way because it was the most efficient method of saving space. Land was becoming more scarce, so burying the dead in a crouched position with their head removed would have allowed for more bodies to be buried in a restricted space. They missed a trick if they didn’t realize that burying corpses vertically would save most space of all (‘Standing room only’).

The Romans claimed the Celts had sacred groves where they worshipped at temples in the trees. There is no archaeology to back this up, since the trees have rotted and the Romans flattened the temples they found on arrival. The invaders even had the cheek to build Roman temples on the sites of the British ones.

As part of the propaganda war, the Romans wrote that the Celtic Brits enjoyed a bit of human sacrifice. Julius Caesar said that slaves would be burnt along with the body of their master as part of his funeral rites in order to improve their crops. He also claimed that they built wicker figures that were filled with living humans and then burnt. A good subject for a horror film.fn2 Although different Celtic gods preferred different styles of sacrifice. Esus liked his victims hanged, while Teutates preferred them drowned, like the Lindow Man.

In 1984 a mechanical digger was cutting through turf in Lindow, Cheshire, when it came across a shrivelled body. Archaeologists and historians were excited (they are sick people, you understand). They examined the body and said it was definitely a Celt. The chemicals in the swampy land had preserved him like a pickled onion. The one and only ancient Celtic face to be seen in modern times. Who was he and how did he end up in a bog?

The man had well-shaped fingernails, so he wasn’t a peasant. His death seems to have been some sort of cut-throat Celtic sacrifice to get help from their gods to fight the Romans. Or the Lindow Man could have agreed to be sacrificed to help his people. We’ll never be sure, but he’d been bashed on the head, strangled, had his throat cut and was thrown into the bog to drown (if he wasn’t already dead by then).

What would you do if you found the corpse of Lindow Man, who was killed and dumped in a bog? Would you give him a nice burial and let him rest in peace? Of course you would. What did the historians do with him? They stuck him in a glass case at the British Museum for people to gawp at.

The Celts didn’t all die in a battle or a bog. Infant mortality was high, as you may expect in the days before the NHS rode to our rescue. Fairies were always on the lookout for newborn babies to steal. When a baby died young, the wise ones in the tribe said the real child had been stolen and it was the changeling that had died. To protect her child, a mother had to make a fire (maybe by burning peat) and carry it clockwise round the child, morning and night. Fire frightens fairies.

If you want to be a lucky Celt, try to make sure you are born on a Monday. Friday is an unlucky day, so don’t get yourself born on a Friday. (‘Unlucky Friday’ then became a tradition in many Christian countries as the day of the Crucifixion.) The unlucky ones that died weren’t always cremated, depending on the fashion of the time. Some were placed on a board and had soil and salt sprinkled on their chests. If a cat or dog walked over the corpse, then the creature had to be killed instantly. The body was taken to the graveyard in a wicker coffin with a hinged bottom. It was lowered into the grave, the base was opened up and the dear departed dumped. The coffin could then be reused. So it seems the Celts were the first people to introduce recycling into the funeral trade.

Whatever else we can say about these enigmatic Celts, they were not the first to arrive, and they wouldn’t be the last. It may have been their tribalism which led to their downfall. The English clergyman Sabine Baring-Gould (1834–1924) wrote that ‘the tribal system, from which the Celt never freed himself entirely, was the curse of the Celtic race, predooming it to ruin’. And ruin was on the way. It took the form of a rampaging empire known to history as the Romans.

The first of Britain’s great enemies was named after a child who was rescued and suckled by a wolf. When the wolves descended on the Britannic sheep, it almost made them flock together in defiance. Almost.
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The Celtic tribes of Britain were not in any position to unite against a common enemy when the Romans arrived. They were, at least, great warriors, fighting in formidable tribal war-bands. They fought naked and painted blue. (Or they might have simply turned blue in the British climate.) But the Romans said the Celts wore a blue dye called woad. For all their fearsomeness, Celt warriors fought as individuals while the Romans fought in units, making the Celts vulnerable in the face of Roman military discipline.

The Romans painted the Celts as savages. But the Romans were not exactly well mannered. The Roman historian Tacitus (AD 56–120) had a low opinion of his contemporaries, saying that ‘Rome was a magnet for the atrocious and shameless.’ I’d argue that the Roman Empire was the most vicious and murderous of ancient times. What other empire killed humans for sport and invited fifty thousand citizens to watch, cheer and enjoy?

Britannia has a long memory. Her history remembers offences that other nations committed centuries or even millennia ago. And the sense of distrust lingers in the national psyche. Enmities against Italy go back to the Roman invasions. And other nations remember their grievances against Britannia just as vividly – will Greece ever forget that the Brits nicked her marbles? By now we’re happy to integrate them – having been brought round by ice-cream parlours, espresso, Ferraris, spaghetti Bolognese and the Mediterranean diet that lets you live to a hundred without really trying. But the peoples from the place we now call Italy haven’t always been so welcome on Britannia’s shores.

First to arrive was Julius Caesar. He wisely wrote his own memoirs, an unreliable kind of book created to make the author look good. At least he believed the islands of Britannia existed. For Britannia lay at the edge of the Romans’ known world, a land of great mystery. Pytheas of Massalia (fl. 320–306 BC) had been the first person to describe Britannia and his travels there, but some Roman writers insisted that the place did not exist and dismissed the chronicles of Pytheas as a hoax. That was all about to change.

The first to confront the Roman invaders were the Cassivellauni tribe who lived in the area we now call London. The first notable British king had been Lud, the legends say. He built a town north of the Thames, and it was named after him: Lud-dum, which in time Brits’ twisted tongues turned into London. They say Lud is buried near the place we now call Ludgate. A crumbling effigy of King Lud once stood on the gate. Now that statue stands in the porch of the Church of St Dunstan-in-the-West on Fleet Street instead.

Lud’s son, Cassivellaunus, became the Celtic king of the region. His people squabbled with the other tribes along the Thames, until the Romans appeared across the river. Cassivellaunus united many of the local tribes to fight them, falling back on the old concept that ‘my enemy’s enemy is my friend’. That ‘enemy’s enemy’ idea was even older than Lud. It appears in the Arthashastra, an ancient Indian discourse on statecraft and military strategy written by the teacher Kautilya in the 400s BC.fn1 The idea has been used by many leaders throughout history, from Machiavelli to Churchill. It can be used to justify alliances of convenience, teaming up with distasteful partners who would normally be antagonistic. Common sense says that ‘my enemy’s enemy is my friend’ is not always true. The enemy of my enemy is just another enemy. We’ll never know what the British tribal allies of the Cassivellauni thought of this alliance of convenience because we see the conflict through the eyes of Julius Caesar. At last, there was a semblance of a force that could be called ‘British’, defined by his account.

Caesar’s neat catchphrase ‘Veni, vidi, vici’ – I came, I saw, I conquered – was first used in a message to the Roman Senate, written in 46 BC in the city of Zela, in the area now known as Tokat Province, Turkey. He didn’t get to use his catchphrase nine years earlier when he took on cool Britannia … and lost. He would not be the last Mediterranean visitor to be beaten by the British weather.

It was in 55 BC (late August) that Julius made his first expedition to Britain. He’d defeated troublesome tribes in Gaul but believed their leaders had fled to Britain to hide. As Caesar didn’t say (not even in Latin), ‘You can run but you can’t hide.’fn2 Caesar tried to pump merchants across the Channel for intelligence – the disposition of British tribes, good invasion sites and so on. The merchants (who had a good thing going as they traded between Gaul and Britain) weren’t very helpful; indeed, they warned the Brits that Caesar planned to invade, giving the tribes time to organize a defence along the south-east coast.

Caesar sailed with a large force but was greeted by massed forces of Britons gathered on the white cliffs. Javelins could be thrown down on to anyone landing there. Far less pleasant than bluebirds over the white cliffs of Dover. Caesar sailed along the south coast, tracked by British defenders. He hadn’t thought this through. The ships were so loaded with men, weapons and supplies that they sat low in the water and couldn’t be run up on to the beaches. The invaders would have to jump into deep water while being pelted by Brits.

Eventually they landed at Pegwell Bay on the eastern tip of Kent. Legend has it that a standard-bearer of the X Legion jumped in first as an example, shouting: ‘Leap, fellow soldiers, unless you wish to betray your eagle to the enemy. I, for my part, will perform my duty to the republic and to my general.’ They leapt. Their horses didn’t. Storms and tides made a cavalry landing impossible, so the Romans couldn’t ride on to London – they’d have to hike.

There were bloody skirmishes in the days that followed. Caesar demanded hostages. Only two tribes sent them because they didn’t feel particularly threatened by these all-conquering Romans. Caesar’s forces also had problems foraging for food in the unfamiliar British countryside. There wasn’t a spaghetti tree in sight.

After about a week in Britain, Caesar decided to withdraw. A week? What sort of superpower throws in the towel – even a very wet one – after a week? This was the first recorded time – but not the last – that Britain was saved by a combination of the legendary white cliffs of Dover and the even more legendary British weather. Caesar claimed he had achieved his main goal of gathering intelligence about the Britons and his show of force would deter tribal warlords like Cassivellaunus from raiding Gaul. But the truth is he could not have been a happy Caesar. He came, he saw, he went home with wet feet.

In 54 BC (July) Julius made a second expedition to Britain. He was more ambitious this time, and he’d brought a much greater force. Empires are like untied party balloons; you have to keep on expanding. If you stop blowing you shrink pretty quickly. Caesar knew that. He probably also sensed that, like a party balloon, when you get too big your balloon empire will burst spectacularly and suddenly. All empires have in the past. It seems to be a law of nature. But Caesar reckoned the Roman Empire was nowhere near its apogee – its bursting point. Caesar wanted to expand Roman influence into Britain. He was an ambitious man, and he saw the invasion as an opportunity to increase his own prestige and power.

He was backed by the powerful leaders back home in Rome because a victory would gain Roman access to Britain’s natural resources: rich deposits of tin and copper. Then there were the human resources. Caesar believed that Britain had a large population, which could provide a source of slaves and recruits for the Roman Army. Empires are run for the benefit of the rulers, and profits are greater if you don’t have to pay the menials who keep the empire running. Force your defeated enemies into slavery and you get a cheap source of servants and farm labourers, the men who drive the carts to market and the women who empty your latrines.

Some of the British tribes wanted to hitch their wagon to the Roman star and weren’t as committed to the defence of their islands. They didn’t appreciate what a Roman occupation would mean for them. Caesar was happy to adopt the old tactic ‘divide and conquer’, a concept that was at least three hundred years old by the time Caesar arrived on the shores of Britain for a second time. The phrase is attributed to Philip II of Macedon, who used it to describe his method of rule from 359 to 336 BC. Mind you, Philip was so busy dividing and conquering his enemies he wasn’t watching his friends and family. He was assassinated at the age of forty-six – maybe with the connivance of his son, Alexander the Great.

Caesar may not have coined the phrase ‘divide et impera’, but he was the master of employing its wisdom. He’d learnt from his failure the year before. He had more men (five legions instead of two), more cavalry and landing craft suited to the job. He also had some secret weapons.

He came, he saw, he landed and set off for London. But the good old British weather battered his fleet of landing ships after they had disgorged the legionaries. Forty vessels were lost and a quick retreat was no longer an option (unless his soldiers could swim the Channel). Caesar halted and for ten days repaired his fleet.

Then he was off north again. He described the British resistance tactics in his memoirs. In essence the British fighters took a taxi ride on a chariot to the battlefront. Caesar said, ‘In chariot fighting the Britons begin by driving all over the field hurling javelins, and generally the terror inspired by the horses and the noise of the wheels is sufficient to throw their opponents’ ranks into disorder. Then, after making their way between the squadrons of their own cavalry, they jump down from the chariot and engage on foot.’ The charioteers hung around in case their passengers wanted a quick lift back to safety. Caesar was impressed by the Brit driving abilities: ‘They can run along the chariot pole, stand on the yoke, and get back into the chariot as quick as lightning.’ Smart circus skills.

The invaders pressed on through Kent to London, lining up on the south bank of the Thames. Cassivellaunus, leader of the combined tribal forces, and his Britons stood with swords and spears on the north bank. Caesar probably aimed to cross the river at Westminster. The stories he’d heard from the Gaul armies had persuaded Cassivellaunus that he couldn’t win a pitched battle, so he would wage guerrilla warfare. But the Romans had something bigger than a gorilla.

The British waited, daring the Romans to cross. Their fierce faces were painted blue. Caesar spoke to his legions: ‘Even now, we can still turn back. But once we have crossed that river, we will have to fight.’ A challenge to the courage of his men. Who could resist it? (In fact, it went down so well that he reused the idea when he crossed the Rubicon five years later.) Then, from the south came a monster that even Father Thames hadn’t seen for thousands of years. Caesar’s secret weapon. A war elephant, in plate armour and with a tower on its back from which arrows and slingshot could be fired.

Cassivellaunus beat a sneaky retreat in the face of the powerful pachyderm. He was isolated. He had upset too many of his neighbours by expanding his own power and territory through conquest. On that old principle of ‘my enemy’s enemy is my friend’, those offended neighbours offered help to Caesar. And, of course, fear of Rome persuaded many tribes to ingratiate themselves with Caesar. They revealed where Cassivellaunus was hiding, and Caesar forced the Brit boss to negotiate a peace. Britannia was a geographic location, but it was not yet a nation. It was the tribal rivalries of the Celts, as much as Caesar’s war-machine, that defeated Cassivellaunus.

Yet Caesar was nervous. At any moment storms could cut him off from his European base, causing huge logistical problems for supplying his men. The increased number of legions had helped him get a foothold but also meant more mouths to feed. And keeping a pet elephant fed was a jumbo task for any commander (they can eat about 150kg of food a day). Caesar and his legions went home to Rome before the winter left him stranded in Britain.

‘I came, I saw, I made a few friends. They will be a useful fifth column when Claudius invades around ninety years after I’ve been stabbed in the back.’

Tacitus put Caesar’s invasions into context when he wrote, ‘It was, in fact, the deified Julius who first of all Romans entered Britain with an army: he overawed the natives by a successful battle and made himself master of the coast; but it may be said that he revealed, rather than bequeathed, Britain to Rome.’

Rome had a direct line to Britain and her warlords now. They had an even better idea of what it would take to conquer the divided people. They knew who their Britannic friends were too. They’d be back. It might surprise us that it took almost a century, but they had their hands full elsewhere. In the intervening years the Roman legions had their noses bloodied at battles like the Teutoburg Forest in AD 9, when a coalition of ‘friendly’ Germanic tribes led by Arminius annihilated three Roman legions and their auxiliaries in the Teutoburg Forest.

Arminius was a Germanic officer who had served in the Roman Army. He took Roman citizenship and received a Roman military education. He may have had ambitions to be the paramount leader of Gaul and a rebellion against the occupiers would be a major step on the stairway to the top. His Roman education gave him the knowledge and skills to deceive the Roman commander, Publius Quinctilius Varus, and anticipate the Roman Army’s tactics. Varus and his legions were lured into a maze of forest paths where they couldn’t deploy in their usual battle formations. That would be because they didn’t expect a battle – the forest route was just a shortcut to get to where they thought there was a rebellion to be crushed. The Romans were ambushed and destroyed. The guts of the Roman soldiers were strung from the trees and Varus fell on his sword – literally – while his uncle the Roman emperor Augustus was left sobbing and banging his head against the marble walls of his palace as he cried out, ‘Publius Quinctilius Varus, bring me back my legions.’ The walls were undamaged, and Varus didn’t have any legions to bring back, so it was a pretty pointless gesture.

The Battle of the Teutoburg Forest had a significant impact on German history as it helped to forge a sense of shared identity among the Germanic tribes, who would come for Britain eventually. It also had a profound impact on the Roman Empire. It forced the Romans to abandon their plans to conquer Germania and it marked the end of Roman expansion into northern Europe – unless it turned to those damp little islands they called Britannia, of course.

But the British tribes did not heed the lessons: that Roman armies could be defeated and that unity – that national identity – could stand against a ruthless empire. And they didn’t have an Arminius.

If the tribes of Britain had had history teachers they could have pointed out to the warlords and warladies that the way to defeat the Romans was to imitate Arminius, fighting them on your own terms and your own battlegrounds using guerrilla tactics. Never, never face them in a pitched battle. But there were no British history teachers yet.

Our first-century teacher may also have sounded another warning to the British chieftains: if you do defeat the Roman invader, then remember that an alliance of the tribes was a temporary agreement to confront a common enemy.
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