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INTRODUCTION

There’s something about Britain. One doesn’t have to be a red-white-and-blue patriot to see that. Britain was the first modern country to overthrow a monarchy and establish a parliamentary Republic (even if only temporarily, before settling for an constitutional monarchy). It was the first to undergo an Industrial Revolution. In the 19th Century, it built the biggest Empire the world has ever known. In the 20th Century, Britain played the pivotal role in the crucial event, the World War of 1939–45.

Not to put too fine a point on it, Britain was the matrix of the modern world. Why? There are no easy answers, athough climate and geography have something to do with it. An offshore island, washed by the warm waves of the Gulf Stream, Britain has tended to agricultural and mineral plenty. And political and cultural independence. Many of the great historical movements which have raged through the “Continent” have either passed Britain by or become transmogrified on crossing the Channel. In Britain, for instance, Protestant Reformation became less a matter of soul-searching principle than an expediency that allowed a king, Henry VIII, to continue a dynasty and many of his subjects to rob the Church of land. Few objected. Notoriously poor followers of abstract causes, the British thus tended to avoid the traumas of medieval religious bigotry, with its burnings and witch-hunts, which exercised the Continent. This, of course, was to Britain’s advantage. Anyway given by Nature a definable, easily defended boundary (the last successful invasion of the isles was in 1066, by the Normans), Britain enjoyed a stability that encouraged trade and commerce. These, aided by the sort of vigorous navy an island nation should possess, prompted colonisation of foreign parts, which only produced more markets for British goods. The flourishing of trade, particularly during and after the Cromwellian Interregnum, stimulated capitalist credit expansion, “manufactories” and invention and the Industrial Revolution. On the back of the Industrial Revolution, Britain built an empire, one that covered a quarter of the globe’s land mass.

Of course, there’s more to the story of Great Britain than a fortuitous position in the Atlantic and a chain reaction of historical events that led to Empire. Many would ascribe a native wit, even a racial dynamic, to Albion’s tale. Others would point to God’s providence; indeed, the British have long believed themselves to be God’s chosen people, even the direct beneficiaries of a visit from Christ himself (think of the words of Blake’s messianic hymn “Jerusalem”). Certainly, the isles’ people have long convinced themselves of certain national characteristics: a love of liberty (“the freeborn Englishman”, Britain’s long parliamentary history): a love of tradition (the British, even on their occasions of revolt, dress their actions in the clothes of the past); a love of “fair play” (of which the rules of cricket are emblematic); and grace under fire (battles galore). Whether these national characteristics are true is hardly the point. The British perceive them as valid, and thus act sometimes, at least, in accordance with them. The causes of World War II do not exonerate the British. Aside from the appeasement of Hitler practised by British political leaders, the British went to war at base because of imperialism, the preserving of Empire and commercial influence. But the nation also went off to war because many Britons sincerely detested Nazi tyranny and bullying. And for a whole year after the Fall of France in 1940, Britain stood alone against Hitler’s blitzkrieg.

In other words, Britain is a worthwhile object of study, and not only for those that are its sons and daughters. The way of the world for the last half millennium is inexplicable without reference to Shakespeare’s “sceptr’d isle”. The history of Britain is also, dare say it, just plain interesting: Guy Fawkes’ plot to blow up Parliament, Boudicca’s revolt, the Black Hole of Calcutta, the Great Fire of London, England Winning the World Cup, the Execution of Mary Queen of Scots . . . events don’t get more colourful than these.


 

 

All these happenings, plus three hundred others, are described on the following pages by those who saw them at first hand, eyewitnesses to the deed. The selection does not pretend to be exhaustive; this is not the complete and utter history of Britain in first person accounts. Most historical episodes – those which have influenced the course of national proceedings are “eyewitnessed”, as are the Big Themes: the growth of empire (and its decline), the rise of parliament, the creation of Britain from the disparate nations of England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland. There are also eyewitness accounts illustrating the history of social improvement, the long march of Everyman and Everywoman. After all, the past is not just the doings of kings and queens, ministers and soldiers. To this end there are various vignettes of “how we lived” in days gone by, together with accounts of the struggles by which the people improved their lot. It may be unfashionable to say it, but the dignities and benefits enjoyed by 21st century British man, woman and child were won by mass protest over the previous hundreds of years. Nothing – the vote, old age pensions, free speech – has ever been given without the demanding of them.

If the peoples’ lot has improved, the people of Britain have changed remarkably little in their habits and likes over two thousand years. You only have to look at the fifteenth century recipe for pork pie to see that, or William Clarke’s account of a day at Brighton beach in 1736. Or to read that one of the glories of Norman London was the gardens of its inhabitants. Napoleon once jibed that the British were a nation of shopkeepers. He was wrong. They are a nation of peasant farmers, and even when removed from the land by urbanisation and industrialisation they created the facsimile of a farm complete with a lawn standing in for a meadow in their back gardens.

There remains the question of how valuable is eye-witness testimony? It is of course, the very building material of historical narratives, since all accounts of the past which are not pure guesswork ultimately derive from the pen of someone who “was there”. More than that, eye-witness testimony has in the best hands (or optical fibres) the vividness which makes the past come alive and allows the modern day reader to enter the mind frame of an age. It allows the joys of experiencing eras gone by without enduring their hazards. A sort of written virtual reality tour. Of course, readers should be judiciously suspicious of the material on the following pages, because as everyone knows memories play tricks. But while there may be mistakes of detail in the extracts, the eyewitness will always be the most authentic communicant of what an event looked, sounded and felt like. As a rule, I have only included accounts of direct eye-witnesses, yet like most rules this rule was worth breaking several times. And I have done so in the opening sections, “Ancient and Dark Age Britain” and “The Medieval Era”, where first hand sources are relatively scarce. So without much apology, I have included here commentators whose accounts are based on the eye-witness words of others. Tactitus, who surely founded his writings on Britain on discussion with his father-in-law Agricola, comes to mind. So too does Henry of Huntingdon, whose description of Canute defying the waves is the first putting to paper of a long oral tradition.

Exception aside, this is a book by those who can say “I was there”. Captain Hardy saw what happened at the battle of Trafalgar, Edward Grim watched Thomas a Becket being murdered, Samuel Pepys gazed in trepidation at the Great Fire of London, Edward Jenner invented vaccination, Edmund Hillary climbed Everest, Guy Gibson flew a Lancaster on the “dambusters raid”.

And you can, too.
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Part One

Ancient & Dark Age Britain

55 BC–AD 1066

“Their sky is obscured by continual rain and cloud . . .”

The Roman historian Tacitus
on the weather of the Britons



 

 

INTRODUCTION

“This precious stone set in a silver sea” is how the Elizabethan playwright (and patriot) William Shakespeare described Britain. The local boy’s exultation is forgiveable; the image of Britain surrounded by glorious waves is defining. It was Britain’s island existence, its separateness from the rest of the world, that made the isles and the people distinct. Even superior. A difference only underlined by a naval prowess that saw off the Spanish Armada, defeated the perfidious French at Trafalgar and kept the nation supplied during the blitzkrieg of Corporal Hitler.

It is perhaps an irony for so proud an island race that their ancestors walked on landlubber’s feet to Britannia. They did so about 40,000 years ago by the simple expedient of crossing over the isthmus that then connected the “peninsula” of Britain to France. Even after the Atlantic flooded through to create the Dover Straits 9000 years BC, Stone Age man could easily ford the waters. It was only with rising sea levels that salt water began to afford the sceptred isle a degree of God-given protection and isolation.

If salt water deterred tribal migration, it did not stop it. Among the later immigrants were blue-eyed Iron Age Celts who, from 300 BC, began arriving (by boat) in family and tribal bands and drove the earlier inhabitants into the mountains of the west and into legend as “the little people”. The Celts were quarrelsome and endlessly warring (among themselves, if no one else could be found to fight), but they were agriculturalists too. Alongside their looming hill-forts, they established farms, villages, and made lanes for farm traffic, and cleared forests for arable crops. By 100 BC an advanced plough, and the hacking of thousands of iron axes, allowed, in addition to the farming of the uplands, the turning of the deep soils of lowland South East England. On the back of this agriculture and a native climate given to glorious green temperateness, the population rose to around 500,000 souls.

It was into this developing Celtic agrarian society that the Romans burst like a squall. Julius Caesar gave noble reasons (exploitation of mineral resources, prevention of Celtic arms-running to their blood cousins in Gaul) for his 55 BC invasion of the land he would name ‘Britannia’, but personal ambition lurked in the foreground. The conquest of Britain would have brought wealth and public prestige. Wealth and prestige would have brought high office. When his invasions of 55 BC and 54 BC were rebuffed, Caesar hit on the expedient of fabling his exploits to a credulous populace in Rome instead.

If Caesar’s invasions failed, they put Britain on the Roman map. Once there, eventual conquest, which began in AD 43 (after the 40,000 shining-armoured legionnaires could be persuaded to get into the boats), was always inevitable. A number of British tribes resisted fiercely but superior Roman tactics and arms prevailed. The British also suffered from the curse of farmer-warriors everywhere; they had to stop fighting to tend their crops.

For four hundred years, Britain remained the far-flung outpost of the Roman empire. Pax Romana brought straight roads and trappings of civilization. But not many. Only Bath reached any real level of luxury and only Lincoln had sewers. A Romanized British aristocracy helped run the show in the South, but in the North and in Wales the Romans relied on their one true friend, the sword, and built garrisons at Chester, York and Caerleon. Scotland was never conquered, despite the best efforts of Agricola; instead the Romans put up Hadrian’s Wall (AD 122) and the Antonine Wall (AD 142) and sheltered behind them from the Picts.

Roman civilization in Britain may have been a poor thing, but it was civilization – from the latin civitas, living in a city. The Roman occupation saw the development of tens of towns, five of which achieved municipal status. There was literacy. And, eventually, Christianity.

The relative splendour that was Roman Britain began to decline around AD 350. The empire was anyway sagging under the weight of fiscal crises and a parasitic upper-class, and had little interest its most far-flung colony. (Roman governors, conversely, tended to find Britannia a useful base to launch bids for the imperial crown.) More and more legions were withdrawn from the island to protect other, more valuable, possessions from the raids of Germanic barbarian nomads.

In 410 Britain ceased to be a Roman possession. Thereafter it slipped quickly into the Dark Ages, fought over by romanized Britons and Picts. And, from 430, the latest wave of invaders, Angles, Saxons and Jutes, who rowed to Britain in open boats from northern Germany and Denmark. It is to this shadowy, almost recordless age, that Arthur belongs, a semi-legendary war-leader associated with the British victory at Mons Badonicus in c. 500. Arthur and Mons Badonicus not withstanding, the Angles and Saxons pushed relentlessly westwards from their landings in the east and south. By the end of the seventh century, the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms of Kent, Sussex (South Saxons), Essex (East Saxons), Wessex (West Saxons), East Anglia, Mercia and Northumbria covered most of England.

What happened to the British? Some were pushed into the West (Cornwall held out until 838) and especially Wales, taking their Christianity with them to found hundreds of little monasteries in the mountains. Some were enslaved. More were killed, either by war or its faithful attendant, disease. Romano-British civilization was almost entirely wiped off the face of ‘Angelcyn’ (England) as the newcomers called the isles. A non-urban people, the Anglo-Saxons even turned up their noses at the land’s towns.

The Anglo-Saxons were not only agriculturalists. They were pagans. Eventually they were Christianized by the missions sent by Rome (Saint Augustine landed in 597) and Saint Patrick’s Irish Church, but not without several bouts of recidividism. These then were the English: a sea-faring people, inclined to fighting and farming and, up to a point, religion.

For three centuries thereafter, the Anglo-Saxons created a recognizably English language, culture and landscape. They even melded a national identity that transcended kith and tribe, for how else could the Venerable Bede title his master work of 731 A History of the English Church and People? People, not Peoples.

The work of national advance was rudely interrupted in the late eighth century by the Vikings. A pagan warrior people uncannily similar to the Angles and Saxons of yore, the Vikings did what every other hitherto unwelcome visitor to Albion had done. Raided a bit, liked what they saw, and decided on conquest. The Vikings penetrated most of the isles, with Scotland, Ireland, South Wales and the North West being settled by Norwegians (Norsemen) and East England by the Danes; the South, Midlands and West of England were saved for the English by the campaigns of Alfred the Great (849–99). A century later, however, England finally fell to the Danes, when Cnut was crowned king of England. Yet, rather than Cnut (Canute) imposing Danish Customs on the English, he became thoroughly Anglicized himself and ruled as a native monarch.

Something similar happened in 1066. In that year Duke William of Normandy defeated the Englishman Harold for the throne of England. William, a tough warrior (Normans being Christianized Norse settlers from France), won the battle of Hastings but the war was won by the English. For when William came to rule he left most of English society in place.

JULIUS CAESAR INVADES BRITAIN, 55 BC

Julius Caesar

Caesar’s invasion was intended to prevent the Britons from aiding their subjugated kinsmen in Gaul. He writes in the third person.

. . . and so it was about 10 a.m. when Caesar arrived off Britain with the leading ships. Armed men could be seen stationed on all the heights, and the nature of the place was such, with the shore edged by sheer cliffs, that missiles could be hurled onto the beach from the top. Caesar considered this a totally unsuitable place for disembarkation, and waited at anchor till 3 p.m. for the rest of his invasion fleet to assemble. He then summoned a meeting of his brigade and battalion commanders, revealed the news he had from Volusenus, and outlined his orders. He wanted them to be ready to act immediately, on the slightest sign from him. For military practice demanded this, especially in a naval attack, which was liable to rapid, unexpected changes of circumstance. Dismissing his officers, he waited for a favourable combination of wind and tide, and then gave the signal to weigh anchor. Sailing on for about seven miles, he halted his line opposite an open, level beach.

The barbarians had discovered Caesar’s plan by sending forward cavalry units and charioteers (a very common method of fighting with them). Their main force which had followed later was now in a position to prevent our men from disembarking. This caused considerable difficulty. The ships could only be drawn up in deep water because of their draught. The soldiers were faced with unknown ground and had their hands impeded, while they were burdened with a very heavy load of arms. And yet they had to leap down from the ships, keep their footing in the waves and fight the enemy. The latter, on the other hand, could either resist from dry land or by moving just a little forward into the shallows. So, completely unencumbered and with full knowledge of the ground, they boldly hurled their missiles, badly disturbing the horses which were totally unused to the conditions. Our men were shaken by these circumstances through lack of experience of this style of warfare, and failed to show the same dash and enthusiasm as they did in land battles.

As Caesar noticed this, he gave orders to the warships to row off slightly to the enemy’s open flank away from the cargo ships. These ships were less well known to the barbarians and much more manoeuvrable. They were to halt, attack and move the enemy back by the use of slings, arrows and other missiles. All this helped our men considerably. The barbarians were affected by the strange shape of the ships, by the motion of the oars and the unusual type of catapult. Halting their advance, they slowly began to retire.

Our troops, however, were still hesitating, largely because of the depth of the sea, when the standard-bearer of the Tenth legion, with a prayer to the gods for a happy outcome for his legion, shouted, “Jump down, men, unless you want the enemy to get your standard. You will not find me failing in my duty to my country or my leader.” This he yelled at the top of his voice, and then springing off the boat began to bear the eagle forward against the enemy. Our troops, with mutual words of encouragement not to commit a terrible wrong, all jumped down into the sea. Their fellows in the next boats saw what they were doing, followed suit and came to grips with the enemy . . .

Fighting was tough on both sides. My men could not keep in line, get a firm foothold or keep to their own standards. Each man joined the nearest unit irrespective of his ship and chaos reigned. The enemy knew the lie of the shoals and when they saw from the beach isolated groups disembarking they made a mounted charge and attacked them in their difficulties. These they outnumbered and surrounded, while their comrades raked the main party with an enfilade. Caesar assessed the situation and had both the boats of the warships and the sloops packed with soldiers to help wherever he saw need. Our men reached the land and were there reinforced by all those behind.

Then came the assault which routed the enemy, but we could not follow up satisfactorily as the cavalry had failed to hold its course and make the island. The enemy lost the day. As soon as they could stop bolting they sent a peace delegation to Caesar. Commius, the Atrebatian, came along with it. It was he whom Caesar had sent to Britain to bring that general’s instructions; but they had seized him as soon as he stepped ashore and clapped him in irons. The outcome of our victory was his release. In sueing for peace they attributed this outrage to the lower classes and asked him to let it pass as an act of their folly. Caesar protested at their unprovoked aggression after they had taken it upon themselves to send a delegation over to the continent to make peace with him. Yet he forgave their folly and demanded hostages. Some they delivered on the spot but promised to send for the others from up-country in a few days. Meanwhile they demobilized the tribesmen, and the chiefs came in from all quarters to surrender themselves and their countries to Caesar. Thus peace was made within four days of the landing in Britain.

The pax proved temporary and the British resumed campaigning.

A CHARIOT FIGHT, 55 BC

Julius Caesar

Meanwhile the Seventh legion was out on a routine foraging mission without any thought of action as there were still people on the farms and traffic in and out of the camp. Suddenly the guards at the gate reported to Caesar an exceptional quantity of dust where the legion had gone. Caesar rightly sensed a new native stratagem. He told the two duty cohorts to follow him and the other two to relieve them, and the rest to arm and follow at once. After a short march he saw his troops pressed by the enemy almost to breaking point with the legion undeployed and subject to crossfire. For the corn had been reaped in every district except one and the enemy had guessed they would go there and had prepared an ambush by night in the woods. Our men were scattered, busy reaping with arms piled, when the attack began. They killed some, put the others into confusion and surrounded them with both cavalry and chariots.

A chariot fight is like this: first they scour the field shooting and this often breaks the line just with the fear of the horses and the din of wheels. When they have infiltrated among the cavalry units they jump down and fight as infantry. Meanwhile the drivers withdraw a bit to wait where they can quickly escape to base if compelled by weight of numbers. Thus they show the dash of cavalry and the steadiness of infantry in action. Daily drill teaches them the habit of checking their steeds even in full career down a steep slope, of lightning turns and of running along the pole, standing on the yoke and getting back quickly into the chariot.

Caesar brought help in the nick of time to our men for they were dismayed by such novel tactics.

Caesar withdrew from Britain in 55 BC, only to reinvade in the following year.

THE BRITONS, 54 BC

Julius Caesar

The population is large with many buildings which follow practically the Gallic style. Cattle are numerous and they use brass or iron rings of fixed weights for currency. Tin occurs in the midlands, and a little iron near the coast. They import bronze. Varieties of timber are as in Gaul, except beech and fir. They have a taboo against eating hare, cock or goose, but rear them for sport. It is more temperate than Gaul and winter milder . . . The inhabitants of Kent are the most civilized as it is maritime and their customs are much like the Gallic. Inland, corn is little grown, but they live on milk and meat and wear skins. Most Britons are dyed with blue woad and this makes them look fiercer as warriors. They have long hair and shave everywhere except their heads and moustaches.

Troubles in Gaul forced Caesar to retreat from Britain again. It was not until AD 43, under Emperor Claudius, that the Romans successfully colonized England and Wales. Scotland remained unconquered.

THE ROMANS MASSACRE THE DRUIDS, AD 61

Cornelius Tacitus

The Druids were the priesthood of the Celts, whose main religious centre was the island of Anglesey off Wales. The historian Tacitus was the son-in-law of the Roman general Agricola, Governor of Britain, AD 78–87.

On the opposite shore stood the Britons, close embodied, and prepared for action. Women were seen running through the ranks in wild disorder; their apparel funeral; their hair loose to the wind, in their hands flaming torches, and their whole appearance resembling the frantic rage of the Furies. The Druids were ranged in order, with hands uplifted, invoking the gods, and pouring forth horrible imprecations. The novelty of the fight struck the Romans with awe and terror. They stood in stupid amazement, as if their limbs were benumbed, riveted to one spot, a mark for the enemy. The exhortations of the general diffused new vigour through the ranks, and the men, by mutual reproaches, inflamed each other to deeds of valour. They felt the disgrace of yielding to a troop of women, and a band of fanatic priests; they advanced their standards, and rushed on to the attack with impetuous fury.

The Britons perished in the flames, which they themselves had kindled. The island fell, and a garrison was established to retain it in subjection. The religious groves, dedicated to superstition and barbarous rites, were levelled to the ground. In those recesses, the natives [stained] their altars with the blood of their prisoners, and in the entrails of men explored the will of the gods.

BOUDICCA REVOLTS, AD 61

Cornelius Tacitus

The rapacity and callousness of Roman rule led to an uprising under Boudicca (Boadicea), Queen of the Iceni. Tacitus noted of the Britons that they could “bear to be ruled by others but not be their slaves”.

Prasutagus, the late king of the Icenians, in the course of a long reign had amassed considerable wealth. By his will he left the whole to his two daughters and the emperor in equal shares, conceiving, by that stroke of policy, that he should provide at once for the tranquility of his kingdom and his family.

The event was otherwise. His dominions were ravaged by the centurions; the slaves pillaged his house, and his effects were seized as lawful plunder. His wife, Boudicca, was disgraced with cruel stripes; her daughters were ravished, and the most illustrious of the Icenians were, by force, deprived of the positions which had been transmitted to them by their ancestors. The whole country was considered as a legacy bequeathed to the plunderers. The relations of the deceased king were reduced to slavery.

Exasperated by their acts of violence, and dreading worse calamities, the Icenians had recourse to arms. The Trinobantians joined in the revolt. The neighboring states, not as yet taught to crouch in bondage, pledged themselves, in secret councils, to stand forth in the cause of liberty. What chiefly fired their indignation was the conduct of the veterans, lately planted as a colony at Camulodunum. These men treated the Britons with cruelty and oppression; they drove the natives from their habitations, and calling them by the (shameful) names of slaves and captives, added insult to their tyranny. In these acts of oppression, the veterans were supported by the common soldiers; a set of men, by their habits of life, trained to licentiousness, and, in their turn, expecting to reap the same advantages. The temple built in honour of Claudius was another cause of discontent. In the eye of the Britons it seemed the citadel of eternal slavery. The priests, appointed to officiate at the altars, with a pretended zeal for religion, devoured the whole substance of the country. To over-run a colony, which lay quite naked and exposed, without a single fortification to defend it, did not appear to the incensed and angry Britons an enterprise that threatened either danger or difficulty. The fact was, the Roman generals attended to improvements to taste and elegance, but neglected the useful. They embellished the province, and took no care to defend it.

While the Britons were preparing to throw off the yoke, the statue of victory, erected at Camulodunum, fell from its base, without any apparent cause, and lay extended on the ground with its face averted, as if the goddess yielded to the enemies of Rome. Women in restless ecstasy rushed among the people, and with frantic screams denounced impending ruin. In the council-chamber of the Romans hideous clamours were heard in a foreign accent; savage howlings filled the theatre, and near the mouth of the Thames the image of a colony in ruins was seen in the transparent water; the sea was purpled with blood, and, at the tide of ebb, the figures of human bodies were traced in the sand. By these appearances the Romans were sunk in despair, while the Britons anticipated a glorious victory. Suetonius, in the meantime, was detained in the isle of Mona. In this alarming crisis, the veterans sent to Catus Decianus, the procurator of the province, for a reinforcement. Two hundred men, and those not completely armed, were all that officer could spare. The colony had but a handful of soldiers. Their temple was strongly fortified, and there they hoped to make a stand. But even for the defense of that place no measures were concerted. Secret enemies mixed in all their deliberations. No fosse was made; no palisade thrown up; nor were the women, and such as were disabled by age or infirmity, sent out of the garrison. Unguarded and unprepared, they were taken by surprise, and, in the moment of profound peace, overpowered by the Barbarians in one general assault. The colony was laid waste with fire and sword.

The temple held out, but, after a siege of two days, was taken by storm. Petilius Cerealis, who commanded the ninth legion, marched to the relief of the place. The Britons, flushed with success, advanced to give him battle. The legion was put to the rout, and the infantry cut to pieces. Cerealis escaped with the cavalry to his entrenchments. Catus Decianus, the procurator of the province, alarmed at the scene of carnage which he beheld on every side, and further dreading the indignation of a people, whom by rapine and oppression he had driven to despair, betook himself to flight, and crossed over into Gaul.

Suetonius, undismayed by this disaster, marched through the heart of the country as far as London; a place not dignified with the name of a colony, but the chief residence of merchants, and the great mart of trade and commerce. At that place he meant to fix the feat of war; but reflecting on the scanty numbers of his little army, and the fatal rashness of Cerealis, he resolved to quit the station, and, by giving up one post, secure the rest of the province. Neither supplications, nor the tears of the inhabitants could induce him to change his plan. The signal for the march was given. All who chose to follow his banners were taken under his protection. Of all who, on account of their advanced age, the weakness of their sex, of the attractions of the situation, thought proper to remain behind, not one escaped the rage of the Barbarians. The inhabitants of Verulamium, a municipal town, were in like manner put to the sword. The genius of a savage people leads them always in quest of plunder; and, accordingly, the Britons left behind them all places of strength. Wherever they expected feeble resistance, and considerable booty, there they were sure to attack with the fiercest rage. Military skill was not the talent of Barbarians. The number massacred in the places which have been mentioned, amounted to no less than seventy thousand, all citizens or allies of Rome. To make prisoners, and reserve them for slavery, or to exchange them, was not in the idea of a people, who despised all the laws of war. The halter and the gibbet, slaughter and defoliation, fire and sword, were the marks of savage valour. Aware that vengeance would overtake them, they were resolved to make sure of their revenge, and glut themselves with the blood of their enemies.

The fourteenth legion, with the veterans of the twentieth, and the auxiliaries from the adjacent stations, having joined Suetonius, his army amounted to little less than ten thousand men. Thus reinforced, he resolved, without loss of time, to bring on a decisive action. For this purpose he chose a spot encircled with woods, narrow at the entrance, and sheltered in the rear by a thick forest. In that situation he had no fear of an ambush. The enemy, he knew, had no approach but in front. An open plain lay before him. He drew up his men in the following order: the legions in close array formed the center, the light armed troops were stationed at hand to serve as occasion might require: the cavalry took post in the wings. The Britons brought into the field an incredible multitude. They formed no regular line of battle. Detached parties and loose battalions displayed their numbers, in frantic transport bounding with exultation, and so sure of victory, that they placed their wives in wagons at the extremity of the plain, where they might survey the scene of action, and behold the wonders of British valour.

Boudicca, in a chariot, with her two daughters before her, drove through the ranks. She harangued the different nations in their turn: “This,” she said, “is not the first time that the Britons have been led to battle by a woman.” But now she did not come to boast the pride of a long line of ancestry, nor even to recover her kingdom and the plundered wealth of her family. She took the field, like the meanest among them, to assert the cause of public liberty, and to seek revenge for her body seamed with ignominious stripes, and her two daughters infamously ravished. “From the pride and arrogance of the Romans nothing is sacred; all are subject to violation; the old endure the scourge, and the virgins are deflowered. But the vindictive gods are now at hand. A Roman legion dared to face the warlike Britons: with their lives they paid for their rashness; those who survived the carnage of that day, lie poorly hid behind their entrenchments, meditating nothing but how to save themselves by an ignominious flight. From the din of preparation, and the shouts of the British army, the Romans, even now, shrink back with terror. What will be their case when the assault begins? Look round, and view your numbers. Behold the proud display of warlike spirits, and consider the motives for which we draw the avenging sword. On this spot we must either conquer, or die with glory. There is no alternative. Though a woman, my resolution is fixed: the men, if they please, may survive with infamy, and live in bondage.”

Suetonius, in a moment of such importance, did not remain silent. He expected every thing from the valour of his men, and yet urged every topic that could inspire and animate them to the attack. “Despise,” he said, “the savage uproar, the yells and shouts of undisciplined Barbarians. In that mixed multitude, the women out-number the men. Void of spirit, unprovided with arms, they are not soldiers who come to offer battle; they are bastards, runaways, the refuse of your swords, who have often fled before you, and will again betake themselves to flight when they see the conqueror flaming in the ranks of war. In all engagements it is the valour of a few that turns the fortune of the day. It will be your immortal glory, that with a scanty number you can equal the exploits of a great and powerful army. Keep your ranks; discharge your javelins; rush forward to a close attack; bear down all with your bucklers, and hew a passage with your swords. Pursue the vanquished, and never think of spoil and plunder. Conquer, and victory gives you everything.”

This speech was received with warlike acclamations. The soldiers burned with impatience for the onset, the veterans brandished their javelins, and the ranks displayed such an intrepid countenance, that Suetonius, anticipating the victory, gave the signal for the charge.

The engagement began. The Roman legion presented a close embodied line. The narrow defile gave them the shelter of a rampart. The Britons advanced with ferocity, and discharged their darts at random. In that instant, the Romans rushed forward in the form of a wedge. The auxiliaries followed with equal ardour. The cavalry, at the same time, bore down upon the enemy, and, with their pikes, overpowered all who dared to make a stand. The Britons betook themselves to flight, but their waggons in the rear obstructed their passage. A dreadful slaughter followed. Neither sex nor age was spared. The cattle, falling in one promiscuous carnage, added to the heaps of slain. The glory of the day was equal to the most splendid victory of ancient times. According to some writers, not less than eighty thousand Britons were put to the sword. The Romans lost about four hundred men, and the wounded did not exceed that number. Boudicca, by a dose of poison, ended her life. Poenius Postumius, the Prefect in the camp of the second legion, as soon as he heard of the brave exploits of the fourteenth and twentieth legions, felt the disgrace of having, in disobedience to the orders of his general, robbed the soldiers under his command of their share in so complete a victory. Stung with remorse, he fell upon his sword, and expired on the spot.

GRAFFITI, c. AD 100–300

Anon

Romano-British inscriptions, from walls, tiles, stamps and potshards.

The Club of his fellow-slaves set this up to a well-deserving comrade. [A gravestone for Hardalio]

Enough!

[Found on a roof tile]

To the God Nodens. Silvianus has lost a ring, and dedicated half to Nodens. Among thosde who are called Senicianus, permit no health until he brings it to the temple of Nodens. [Curse found at a temple in Gloucestershire]

For shame!

[Reply to a wall graffito]

Gaius Valerius Amandus’ Drops for dim sight

[Proprietory stamp]

“THE RUIN OF BRITAIN”: THE ANGLES AND SAXONS ARRIVE IN THE ISLES, c. AD 456

Saint Gildas

By the end of the fourth century, the Roman Empire was crumbling under barbarian attack. Legions were successively withdrawn from Britain for the defence of Rome itself. In 410 Britannia ceased to be a Roman colony. Over her body there developed a three cornered fight between Romanized Britons, Picts and Scots in the North, and Angles and Saxons from Germany. Gildas was a British monk. His Concerning the Ruin of Britain (De Excidio Britanniae) was written in the 540s.

Then all the councillors, together with that proud tyrant Gurthrigern (Vortigern), the British king, were so blinded, that, as a protection to their country, they sealed its doom by inviting in among them (like wolves into the sheep-fold), the fierce and impious Saxons, a race hateful both to God and men, to repel the invasions of the northern nations. Nothing was ever so pernicious to our country, nothing was ever so unlucky. What palpable darkness must have enveloped their minds – darkness desperate and cruel! Those very people whom, when absent, they dreaded more than death itself, were invited to reside, as one may say, under the selfsame roof. Foolish are the princes, as it is said, of Thafneos, giving counsel to unwise Pharaoh. A multitude of whelps came forth from the lair of this barbaric lioness, in three cyuls, as they call them, that is, in three ships of war, with their sails wafted by the wind and with omens and prophecies favourable, for it was foretold by a certain soothsayer among them, that they should occupy the country to which they were sailing three hundred years, and half of that time, a hundred and fifty years, should plunder and despoil the same. They first landed on the eastern side of the island, by the invitation of the unlucky king, and there fixed their sharp talons, apparently to fight in favour of the island, but alas! more truly against it. Their mother-land, finding her first brood thus successful, sends forth a larger company of her wolfish offspring, which sailing over, join themselves to their bastard-born comrades. From that time the germ of iniquity and the root of contention planted their poison amongst us, as we deserved, and shot forth into leaves and branches. The barbarians being thus introduced as soldiers into the island, to encounter, as they falsely said, any dangers in defence of their hospitable entertainers, obtain an allowance of provisions, which, for some time being plentifully bestowed, stopped their doggish mouths. Yet they complain that their monthly supplies are not furnished in sufficient abundance, and they industriously aggravate each occasion of quarrel, saying that unless more liberality is shown them, they will break the treaty and plunder the whole island. In a short time, they follow up their threats with deeds.

For the fire of vengeance, justly kindled by former crimes, spread from sea to sea, fed by the hands of our foes in the east, and did not cease, until, destroying the neighbouring towns and lands, it reached the other side of the island, and dipped its red and savage tongue in the western ocean. In these assaults, therefore, not unlike that of the Assyrian upon Judea, was fulfilled in our case what the prophet describes in words of lamentation: “They have burned with fire the sanctuary; they have polluted on earth the tabernacle of thy name.” And again, “O God, the gentiles have come into thine inheritance; thy holy temple have they defiled,” &c. So that all the columns were levelled with the ground by the frequent strokes of the battering-ram, all the husbandmen routed, together with their bishops, priests, and people, whilst the sword gleamed, and the flames crackled around them on every side. Lamentable to behold, in the midst of the streets lay the tops of lofty towers, tumbled to the ground, stones of high walls, holy altars, fragments of human bodies, covered with livid clots of coagulated blood, looking as if they had been squeezed together in a press; and with no chance of being buried, save in the ruins of the houses, or in the ravening bellies of wild beasts and birds; with reverence be it spoken for their blessed souls, if, indeed, there were many found who were carried, at that time, into the high heaven by the holy angels. So entirely had the vintage, once so fine, degenerated and become bitter, that, in the words of the prophet, there was hardly a grape or ear of corn to be seen where the husbandman had turned his back.

Some, therefore, of the miserable remnant, being taken in the mountains, were murdered in great numbers; others, constrained by famine, came and yielded themselves to be slaves for ever to their foes, running the risk of being instantly slain, which truly was the greatest favour that could be offered them: some others passed beyond the seas with loud lamentations instead of the voice of exhortation. “Thou hast given us as sheep to be slaughtered, and among the Gentiles hast thou dispersed us.” Others, committing the safeguard of their lives, which were in continual jeopardy, to the mountains, precipices, thickly wooded forests, and to the rocks of the seas (albeit with trembling hearts), remained still in their country. But in the meanwhile, an opportunity happening, when these most cruel robbers were returned home, the poor remnants of our nation (to whom flocked from divers places round about our miserable countrymen as fast as bees to their hives, for fear of an ensuing storm), being strengthened by God, calling upon him with all their hearts, as the poet says, –

“With their unnumbered vows they burden heaven,”

that they might not be brought to utter destruction, took arms under the conduct of Ambrosius Aurelianus, a modest man, who of all the Roman nation was then alone in the confusion of this troubled period by chance left alive. His parents, who for their merit were adorned with the purple, had been slain in these same broils, and now his progeny in these our days, although shamefully degenerated from the worthiness of their ancestors, provoke to battle their cruel conquerors, and by the goodness of our Lord obtain the victory.

After this, sometimes our countrymen, sometimes the enemy, won the field, to the end that our Lord might in this land try after his accustomed manner these his Israelites, whether they loved him or not, until the year of the siege of Mount Badon (Literally “of Bath-hill”), when took place also the last almost, though not the least slaughter of our cruel foes, which was (as I am sure) forty-four years and one month after the landing of the Saxons, and also the time of my own nativity. And yet neither to this day are the cities of our country inhabited as before, but being forsaken and overthrown, still lie desolate; our foreign wars having ceased, but our civil troubles still remaining. For as well the remembrance of such a terrible desolation of the island, as also of the unexpected recovery of the same, remained in the minds of those who were eyewitnesses of the wonderful events of both, and in regard thereof, kings, public magistrates, and private persons, with priests and clergymen, did all and every one of them live orderly according to their several vocations. But when these had departed out of this world, and a new race succeeded, who were ignorant of this troublesome time, and had only experience of the present prosperity, all the laws of truth and justice were so shaken and subverted, that not so much as a vestige or remembrance of these virtues remained among the above-named orders of men, except among a very few who, compared with the great multitude which were daily rushing headlong down to hell, are accounted so small a number, that our reverend mother, the church, scarcely beholds them, her only true children, reposing in her bosom; whose worthy lives, being a pattern to all men, and beloved of God, inasmuch as by their holy prayers, as by certain pillars and most profitable supporters, our infirmity is sustained up, that it may not utterly be broken down, I would have no one suppose I intended to reprove, if forced by the increasing multitude of offences, I have freely, aye, with anguish, not so much declared as bewailed the wickedness of those who are become servants, not only to their bellies, but also to the devil rather than to Christ, who is our blessed God, world without end.

INSTRUCTIONS ON CONVERTING THE PAGANS, AD 601

Gregory I

A letter from Pope Gregory to Bishop Mellitus, part of Augustine of Canterbury’s mission to the English.

Tell Augustine that he should by no means destroy the temples of the gods but rather the idols within those temples. Let him, after he has purified them with holy water, place altars and relics of the saints in them. For, if those temples are well built, they should be converted from the worship of demons to the service of the true God. Thus, seeing that their places of worship are not destroyed, the people will banish error from their hearts and come to places familiar and dear to them in acknowledgement and worship of the true God. Further, since it has been their custom to slaughter oxen in sacrifice, they should receive some solemnity in exchange. Let them therefore, on the day of the dedication of their churches, or on the feast of the martyrs whose relics are preserved in them, build themselves huts around their one-time temples and celebrate the occasion with religious feasting. They will sacrifice and eat the animals not any more as an offering to the devil, but for the glory of God to whom, as the giver of all things, they will give thanks for having been satiated. Thus, if they are not deprived of all exterior joys, they will more easily taste the interior ones. For surely it is impossible to efface all at once everything from their strong minds, just as, when one wishes to reach the top of a mountain, he must climb by stages and step by step, not by leaps and bounds . . . Mention this to our brother the bishop, that he may dispose of the matter as he sees fit according to the conditions of time and place.

KING EDWIN OF NORTHUMBRIA IS CONVERTED TO CHRISTIANITY, c. AD 625

Bede

The Venerable Bede was a monk at Jarrow, and author of A History of the English Church and People.

The king, hearing these words, answered, that he was both willing and bound to receive the faith which he taught; but that he would confer about it with his principal friends and counsellors, to the end that if they also were of his opinion, they might all together be cleansed in Christ the Fountain of Life. Paulinus consenting, the king did as he said; for, holding a council with the wise men, he asked of every one in particular what he thought of the new doctrine, and the new worship that was preached? To which the chief of his own priests, Coifi, immediately answered: “O king, consider what this is which is now preached to us; for I verily declare to you, that the religion which we have hitherto professed has, as far as I can learn, no virtue in it. For none of your people has applied himself more diligently to the worship of our gods than I; and yet there are many who receive greater favours from you, and are more preferred than I, and are more prosperous in all their undertakings. Now if the gods were good for anything, they would rather forward me, who have been more careful to serve them. It remains, therefore, that if upon examination you find those new doctrines, which are now preached to us, better and more efficacious, we immediately receive them without any delay.”

Another of the king’s chief men, approving of his words and exhortations, presently added; “The present life of man, O king, seems to me, in comparison of that time which is unknown to us, like to the swift flight of a sparrow through the room wherein you sit at supper in winter, with your commanders and ministers, and a good fire in the midst, whilst the storms of rain and snow prevail abroad; the sparrow, I say, flying in at one door, and immediately out at another, whilst he is within, is safe from the wintry storm; but after a short space of fair weather, he immediately vanishes out of your sight, into the dark winter from which he had emerged. So this life of man appears for a short space, but of what went before, or what is to follow, we are utterly ignorant. If, therefore, this new doctrine contains something more certain, it seems justly to deserve to be followed.” The other elders and king’s counsellors, by Divine inspiration, spoke to the same effect.

But Coifi added, that he wished more attentively to hear Paulinus discourse concerning the God whom he preached; which he having by the king’s command performed, Coifi, hearing his words, cried out: “I have long since been sensible that there was nothing in that which we worshipped; because the more diligently I sought after truth in that worship, the less I found it. But now I freely confess, that such truth evidently appears in this preaching as can confer on us the gifts of life, of salvation, and of eternal happiness. For which reason I advise, O king, that we instantly abjure and set fire to those temples and altars which we have consecrated without reaping any benefit from them.” In short, the king publicly gave his license to Paulinus to preach the Gospel, and renouncing idolatry, declared that he received the faith of Christ: and when he inquired of the high priest who should first profane the altars and temples of their idols, with the enclosures that were about them, he answered, “I; for who can more properly than myself destroy those things which I worshipped through ignorance, for an example to all others, through the wisdom which has been given me by the true God?” Then immediately, in contempt of his former superstitions, he desired the king to furnish him with arms and a stallion; and mounting the same, he set out to destroy the idols; for it was not lawful before for the high priest either to carry arms, or to ride on any but a mare. Having, therefore, girt a sword about him, with a spear in his hand, he mounted the king’s stallion and proceeded to the idols. The multitude, beholding it, concluded he was distracted; but he lost no time, for as soon as he drew near the temple he profaned the same, casting into it the spear which he held; and rejoicing in the knowledge of the worship of the true God, he commanded his companions to destroy the temple, with all its enclosures, by fire. This place where the idols were is still shown, not far from York, to the eastward, beyond the river Derwent, and is now called Godmundingham, where the high priest, by the inspiration of the true God, profaned and destroyed the altars which he had himself consecrated.

THE SYNOD OF WHITBY, AD 664

Eddius Stephanus

At which it was decided that Britain should follow the customs of Rome, not the native Celtic Christian church.

On a certain occasion in the days of Colman, bishop of York and metropolitan, while Oswiu and Alhfrith his son were reigning, the abbots and priests and men of all ranks in the order of the Church gathered together in a monastery called Whitby, in the presence of the holy mother and most pious nun Hilda, as well as of the kings and two bishops, namely Colman and Agilbert, to consider the question of the proper date for the keeping of Easter – whether in accordance with the British and Scottish manner and that of the whole of the northern district, Easter should be kept on the Sunday between the fourteenth day of the moon and the twenty-second, or whether the plan of the apostolic see was better, namely to celebrate Easter Sunday between the fifteenth day of the moon and the twenty-first. The opportunity was granted first of all to Bishop Colman, as was proper, to state his case in the presence of all. He boldly spoke in reply as follows: “Our fathers and their predecessors, plainly inspired by the Holy Spirit as was Columba, ordained the celebration of Easter on the fourteenth day of the moon, if it was a Sunday, following the example of the Apostle and Evangelist John ‘who leaned on the breast of the Lord at supper’ and was called the friend of the Lord. He celebrated Easter on the fourteenth day of the moon and we, like his disciples Polycarp and others, celebrate it on his authority; we dare not change it, for our fathers’ sake, nor do we wish to do so. I have expressed the opinion of our party, do you state yours.”

Agilbert the foreign bishop and Agatho his priest bade St Wilfrid, priest and abbot, with his persuasive eloquence explain in his own tongue the system of the Roman Church and of the apostolic see. With his customary humility he answered in these words: “This question has already been admirably investigated by the three hundred and eighteen most holy and learned fathers gathered together in Nicaea, a city of Bithynia. They fixed amongst other decisions upon a lunar cycle which recurs every nineteen years. This cycle never shows that Easter is to be kept on the fourteenth day of the moon. This is the fixed rule of the apostolic see and of almost the whole world, and our fathers, after many decrees had been made, uttered these words: ‘he who condemns any one of these let him be accursed.’ ”

Then, after St Wilfrid the priest had finished his speech, King Oswiu smilingly asked them all: “Tell me which is greater in the kingdom of heaven, Columba or the Apostle Peter?” The Lord whole synod answered with one voice and one consent: “The Lord settled this when he declared: ‘Thou art Peter and upon this rock I will build my Church and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. And I will give thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven; and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.’ 	”

The king wisely replied: “He is the porter and keeps the keys. With him I will have no differences nor will I agree with those who have such, nor in any single particular will I gainsay his decisions so long as I live.”

THE SINS OF KING AETHELBALD, AD 747

Saint Boniface

AEthebald was king of Mercia, and overlord (“bretwalda”) of England. Boniface’s letter urging him to desist from sinning was signed by seven other missionary bishops. AEthebald was murdered by his bodyguard in AD 757.

To the most dear lord, to be preferred in the love of Christ to all other kings, King Æthelbald, wielding the glorious sceptre of imperial rule over the English . . . there has reached our ears a report of an evil kind concerning your Excellency’s way of life, and we were greatly grieved when we heard it. And we wish that it were not true. For it has been disclosed to us from the account of many persons that you have never taken in matrimony a lawful wife. This was ordained by the Lord God from the very beginning of the world, as is also enjoined and repeated by Paul, God’s Apostle, who teaches and says: “But for fear of fornication, let every man have his own wife; and let every woman have her own husband.” Now, if you desired to do this for the sake of chastity and abstinence, so that out of fear and love of God you abstained from union with a wife, and you prove it true and undertaken for God’s sake, in this also we rejoice; for this is not reprehensible, but, on the contrary, laudable. If, however – which God forbid – you have, as many say, neither taken a lawful wife nor maintained chaste abstinence for God’s sake, but governed by lust, have stained the fame of your glory before God and men by the sin of lasciviousness and adultery, we are extremely grieved by this; for it is regarded both as a disgrace in the sight of God and the ruin of your reputation among men.

And yet, what is worse, those who tell us this, add that this shameful crime is especially committed in the monasteries with holy nuns and virgins consecrated to God. For there is no doubt that this is doubly a sin. To give an illustration, to what punishment is a servant liable from his master if he violates his master’s wife in adultery? How much more he who defiles with the filth of his lust the bride of Christ, the Creator of heaven and earth; as the blessed Apostle Paul says: “Know you not that your members are the temple of the Holy Ghost?”

And it should be noted, that under that crime there lurks another monstrous evil, namely homicide; because, when those harlots, whether nuns or laywomen, bring forth in sin offspring conceived in evil, they for the most part kill them; not filling the churches of Christ with adopted sons, but crowding graves with bodies and hell with unhappy souls.

Moreover, it has been told us that you have violated many privileges of churches and monasteries, and have stolen from them certain revenues. And this, if it is true, is regarded as a heavy sin, by the witness of Holy Scripture, which says: “He that stealeth any thing from his father, or from his mother, and saith: ‘This is no sin’, is the partner of a murderer.’ Our Father without doubt is God, who created us, our Mother the Church which gave us spiritual regeneration in baptism. Therefore he who steals or plunders the possessions of Christ and the Church, will be adjudged to be a homicide in the sight of the just Judge. Concerning whom one of the wise said: “He who seizes the money of his neighbour, commits iniquity; but he who takes away the money of the Church, commits sacrilege.”

And it is said that your ealdormen and companions offer greater violence and oppression to monks and priests, than other Christian kings have done before. Now, ever since the apostolic pope, St Gregory, sending preachers of the catholic faith from the apostolic see, converted the race of the English to the true God, the privileges of the churches in the kingdom of the English remained untouched and unviolated until the times of Ceolred, king of the Mercians, and Osred, king of the Deirans and Bernicians.

These two kings by the prompting of the devil showed by their wicked example an open display of these two greatest of sins in the provinces of the English, in defiance of the evangelical and apostolic commands of our Saviour. And lingering in these sins, that is, in debauchery and adultery with nuns and violation of monasteries, condemned by the just judgment of God, thrown down from the regal summit of this life and overtaken by an early and terrible death, they were deprived of the light eternal and plunged into the depths of hell and the abyss of Tartarus. For Ceolred, your venerable Highness’s predecessor, feasting in splendour amid his companions, was – as those who were present have testified – suddenly in his sin sent mad by a malign spirit, who had enticed him by his persuasion to the audacity of breaking the law of God; so that without repentance and confession, raging and distracted, conversing with devils and cursing the priests of God, he departed from this light without a doubt to the torments of hell. Osred also was driven by the spirit of wantonness, fornicating, and in his frenzy debauching throughout the nunneries virgins consecrated to God; until with a contemptible and despicable death he lost his glorious kingdom, his young life and his lascivious soul.

Wherefore, most dear son, beware of the pit, into which you have seen others fall before you.

THE VIKINGS RAID BRITAIN, AD 787–93

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

AD 787 (789). In this year Beorhtric took to wife Eadburh, daughter of king Offa. And in his days came first three ships of Norwegians from Hörthaland (around Hardanger Fjord); and then the reeve rode thither and tried to compel them to go to the royal manor, for he did not know what they were: and then they slew him. These were the first ships of the danes to come to England.

AD 793. In this year terrible portents appeared over Northumbria, and miserably frightened the inhabitants: these were exceptional flashes of lightning, and fiery dragons were seen flying in the air. A great famine soon followed these signs; and a little after that in the same year on 8 January the harrying of the heathen miserably destroyed God’s church in Lindisfarne by rapine and slaughter. In this year . . . Northumbria was ravaged by the heathen, and Ecgfrith’s monastery at Donemup (Jarrow) looted; and there one of their leaders was slain, and some of their ships besides were shattered by storms: and many of them were drowned there, and some came ashore alive and were at once slain at the river mouth.

The Vikings-Norwegians and Danes from Scandinavia-continued sporadic raiding until AD 865, when they began a campaign of conquest and settlement of Britain.

THE VIKING INVASION: ALFRED SAVES ENGLAND, AD 871–878

Asser

The King of Wessex, AD 871–899, Alfred led the Saxon resistance to the Viking invasions of the late ninth century. He also promoted learning; among the scholars attracted to Alfred’s court was Asser, his eventual biographer.

The same year (AD 871), the aforesaid Alfred, who had been up to that time only of secondary rank, whilst his brothers were alive, now, by God’s permission, undertook the government of the whole kingdom, amid the acclamations of all the people; and if he had chosen, he might have done so before, whilst his brother above-named was still alive; for in wisdom and other qualities he surpassed all his brothers, and, moreover, was warlike and victorious in all his wars. And when he had reigned one month, almost against his will, for he did not think he could alone sustain the multitude and ferocity of the pagans, though even during his brothers’ lives, he had borne the woes of many, – he fought a battle with a few men, and on very unequal terms, against all the army of the pagans, at a hill called Wilton, on the south bank of the river, Wily, from which river the whole of that district is named, and after a long and fierce engagement, the pagans, seeing the danger they were in, and no longer able to bear the attack of their enemies, turned their backs and fled. But, oh, shame to say, they deceived their too audacious pursuers, and again rallying, gained the victory. Let no one be surprised that the Christians had but a small number of men, for the Saxons had been worn out by eight battles in one year, against the pagans (ie the Danes) of whom they had slain one king, nine dukes, and innumerable troops of soldiers, besides endless skirmishes, both by night and by day, in which the oft-named Alfred, and all his chieftains, with their men, and several of his ministers, were engaged without rest or cessation against the Pagans. How many thousand pagans fell in these numberless skirmishes God alone knows, over and above those who were slain in the eight battles above-mentioned. In the same year the Saxons made peace with the pagans, on condition that they should take their departure, and they did so . . .

In the year AD 879, the pagans, on the approach of autumn, partly settled in Exeter, and partly marched for plunder into Mercia. The number of that disorderly crew increased every day, so that, if thirty thousand of them were slain in one battle, others took their places to double the number. Then King Alfred commanded boats and galleys, (ie long ships), to be built throughout the kingdom, in order to offer battle by sea to the enemy as they were coming. On board of these he placed seamen, and appointed them to watch the seas. Meanwhile he went himself to Exeter, where the pagans were wintering, and having shut them up within the walls, laid siege to the town. He also gave orders to his sailors to prevent them from obtaining any supplies by sea; and his sailors were encountered by a fleet of a hundred and twenty ships full of armed soldiers, who were come to help their countrymen. As soon as the king’s men knew that they were fitted with pagan soldiers, they leaped to their arms, and bravely attacked those barbaric tribes; but the pagans who had now for almost a month been tossed and almost wrecked among the waves of the sea, fought vainly against them; their bands were discomfited in a moment, and all were sunk and drowned in the sea, at a place called Suanewic (Swanwich) . . .

In the year of our Lord’s incarnation AD 878, which was the thirtieth of king Alfred’s life, the army above-mentioned left Exeter, and went to Chippenham, a royal villa, situated in the west of Wiltshire, and on the eastern bank of the river, which is called in British, the Avon. There they wintered, and drove many of the inhabitants of that country beyond the sea by the force of their arms, and by want of the necessaries of life. They reduced almost entirely to subjection all the people of that country . . .

The same year, after Easter, king Alfred, with a few followers, made for himself a stronghold in a place called Athelney, and from thence sallied with his vassals and the nobles of Somersetshire, to make frequent assaults upon the pagans. Also, in the seventh week after Easter, he rode to the stone of Egbert, which is in the eastern part of the wood which is called Selwood . . . Here he was met by all the neighbouring folk of Somersetshire, and Wiltshire, and Hampshire, who had not, for fear of the pagans, fled beyond the sea; and when they saw the king alive after such great tribulation, they received him, as he deserved, with joy and acclamations, and encamped there for one night. When the following day dawned, the king struck his camp, and went to Okely, where he encamped for one night. The next morning he removed to Edington, and there fought bravely and perseveringly against all the army of the pagans, whom, with the divine help he defeated with great slaughter, and pursued them flying to their fortification. Immediately he slew all the men, and carried off all the booty that he could find without the fortress, which he immediately laid siege to with all his army; and when he had been there fourteen days, the pagans, driven by famine, cold, fear, and last of all by despair, asked for peace, on the condition that they should give the king as many hostages as he pleased, but should receive none of him in return, in which form they had never before made a treaty with any one. The king, hearing that, took pity upon them, and received such hostages as he chose; after which the pagans swore, moreover, that they would immediately leave the kingdom; and their king, Gothrun, promised to embrace Christianity, and receive baptism at king Alfred’s hands. All of which articles he and his men fulfilled as they had promised.

By the Peace of Wedmore between Alfred and Guthrum, a frontier was established between Alfred’s Saxon England and the Danish held territories in north, central and east England, where “Danelaw” prevailed.

THE DOOMS OF ALFRED, c. AD 885–890

Alfred the Great

A selection of Alfred’s famed laws or “dooms”.

4. If anyone plots against the king’s life, directly or by harbouring his exiles or his men, he is liable to forfeit his life and all that he owns.

6. If anyone steals anything in church, he is to pay the simple compensation and the fine normally belonging to that simple compensation, and the hand with which he did it is to be struck off.

6.1. And if he wishes to redeem the hand, and that is allowed to him, he is to pay in proportion to his wergild.*

10. If anyone lies with the wife of a man of a twelve-hundred wergild, he is to pay to the husband 120 shillings; to a man of a six-hundred wergild 100 shillings is to be paid; to a man of the ceorl class 40 shillings is to be paid.

12. If a man burns or fells the wood of another, without permission, he is to pay for each large tree with five shillings, and afterwards for each, no matter how many there are, with fivepence; and 30 shillings as a fine.

13. If at a common task a man unintentionally kills another (by letting a tree fall on him) the tree is to be given to the kinsmen, and they are to have it from that estate within 30 days.

16. If any one smite his neighbour with a stone or with his fist, and he nevertheless can go out with a staff; let him get him a leech, and work his work the while that himself may not.

18. If anyone in lewd fashion seizes a nun either by her clothes or her breast without her leave, the compensation is to be double that we have established for a lay person.

21. If an ox gore a man or a woman, so that they die, let it be stoned, and let not its flesh be eaten. The lord shall not be liable, if the ox were wont to push with its horns for two or three days before, and the lord knew it not; but if he knew it, and he would not shut it in, and it then shall have slain a man or a woman, let it be stoned; and let the lord be slain, or the man be paid for, as the “witan” decree to be right. If it gore a son or a daughter, let him be subject to the like judgment. But if it gore a “theow” or a “theowmennen,” let XXX shillings of silver be given to the lord, and let the ox be stoned.

25.1. If a slave rape a slave-woman, he is to pay by suffering castration.

32. If anyone is guilty of public slander, and it is proved against him, it is to be compensated for with no lighter penalty than the cutting off of his tongue, with the proviso that it be redeemed at no cheaper rate than it is valued in proportion to the wergild.

34. Injure ye not the widows and the step-children, nor hurt them anywhere: for if ye do otherwise, they will cry unto me, and I will hear them, and I will then slay you with my sword; and I will so do that your wives shall be widows, and your children shall be step-children.

35. If thou give money in loan to thy fellow who willeth to dwell with thee, urge thou him not as a “niedling,” and oppress him not with the increase.

36. If a man have only a single garment wherewith to cover himself, or to wear, and he give it (to thee) in pledge; let it be returned before sunset. If thou dost not so, then shall he call unto me, and I will hear him; for I am very merciful.

43. Judge thou very evenly: judge thou not one doom to the rich, another to the poor; nor one to thy friend, another to thy foe, judge thou.

THE FIRST CANDLE CLOCK, AD 887

Asser

An invention attributed by Asser to Alfred the Great; certainly promoted in England by him.

Alfred commanded his chaplains to procure a sufficient quantity of wax; when brought, he ordered them to place it in one scale and to weigh it against some pence placed in the other, and when a quantity had been weighed out which was found equal in weight to seventy-two pence, then he ordered his chaplains to make six candles, all of equal size, and each candle was to have twelve divisions marked by inches lengthways upon it. When this plan was adopted, these six candles were kept constantly burning night and day, without fail, before the sacred reliques of many of God’s elect, which always accompanied him wherever he went. But sometimes these candles could not continue alight through a whole day and night, to the same hour on which they were lit on the preceding evening, in consequence of the violent gusts of wind which often blew without intermission day and night, through the doors and windows of the churches, and through the numerous chinks of the buildings, and planks, and walls, and also through the thin canvas of the tents. Thus they were compelled to finish their course before the same hour, by burning quicker than they ought. He reflected how he could prevent this draught of the winds, and by a plan cunningly and wisely invented, he ordered the construction of a beautiful lantern of wood and ox-horn; for white ox-horn, when thinly planed in single layers, becomes as translucent as a glass vessel. This lantern, then, as we said before, was wonderfully made of wood and horn, and the candle placed in it by night shines as clearly without as within, experiencing no hindrance from blasts of wind: for he also ordered a door to be made of horn to close up the opening. When this contrivance was used, the six candles, one after another, for twenty-four hours gave light without intermission, neither more nor less: and when these were burnt out, others were lighted.

A CHARM FOR STOMACH-ACHE, c. AD 900

Anon

Against stomach-ache and pain in the abdomen. When you see a dungbeetle throw up earth, catch it between your hands together with the heap. Wave it vigorously with your hands and say three times:

Remedium facio ad ventris dolorem.

Then throw away the beetle over your back and take care that you do not look after it.

When a man’s stomach or abdomen pains him, catch the belly between your hands.

He will soon be better.

For twelve months you may do so after catching the beetle.

THE VIKINGS MARTYR ARCHBISHOP AELFHEAH, 1012

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

1011 . . . And notwithstanding all this truce and peace and tribute, they went about everywhere in bands, and robbed and slew our unhappy people. Then, in this same year, between the nativity of St Mary (8 September) and Michaelmas (29 September) they besieged Canterbury, and made their way in through treachery, for Ælfmær, whose life archbishop Ælfheah had saved, betrayed Canterbury to them. And there they seized the archbishop Ælfheah: and Ælfweard, the king’s reeve, and abbot Leofwine and bishop of Godwine; and abbot Ælfmær they let go free. And they seized all those in holy orders, both men and women, that were in the borough, and it is impossible for any man to say how great a part of the inhabitants that was.

And they remained in the borough as long as they wished; and when they had searched it thoroughly, then they went to their ships, taking the archbishop with them.

Then was he a captive, he who had been

The head of England and of Christendom.

There might be seen wretchedness

Where often bliss was seen before,

In that unhappy city, whence came first to us

Christendom, and both spiritual and earthly bliss.

And they kept the archbishop as their prisoner until the time when they martyred him.

1012. In this year, before Easter, there came to London ealdorman Eadric and all the chief councillors of England, spiritual and temporal. In this year Easter was on 13 April. And they remained there until after Easter, until all the tribute was paid, amounting to eight thousand pounds. Then on the Saturday the host became greatly incensed against the bishop, because he was not willing to offer them any money, and forbade any ransom to be given for him. Moreover they were very drunk, for wine had been brought to them from the south. Then they took the bishop, and led him to their tribunal, on Saturday evening, within the octave of Easter, (19 April), and pelted him to death with bones and the heads of cattle; and one of them smote him on the skull with the iron (head) of an axe, so that with the blow he sank down and his holy blood fell upon the earth, and his holy soul was sent forth to God’s kingdom.

CANUTE AND THE WAVES, c. 1030

Henry of Huntingdon

The Danish monarch Canute seized control of England in 1017, reigning thereafter as a native (and enlightened) king. Henry of Huntingdon was a twelth century historian who seemingly preserved a long oral tradition concerning Canute.

Canute reigned for twenty years. He died at Scaftesbirh (Shaftesbury) and was buried at Winchester in the old monastery. A few facts about his reign should be briefly told, for never before him was there a king in England of such greatness. For he was lord of all Denmark, all England, all Norway and at the same time of Scotland. Over and above the number of the wars in which he was so glorious, he did three handsome and magnificent acts. Firstly, he married his daughter (Gunhild) to the Roman emperor (Henry III) with indescribable riches. Secondly, on his path to Rome (1031) he paid money and reduced by as much as a half all those evil exactions called tolls and pontages on the road which leads to Rome through France. Thirdly, at the very summit of his power, he ordered his throne to be set on the seaside when the tide was rising. He addressed the mounting waters “You are under my sway as is the land on which is my throne and there has never been anyone who has resisted my rule without being punished. I therefore command you not to rise on to my land and you are not to dare to wet the clothes or limbs of your master.” The sea rose in the usual way and wetted the feet and legs of the monarch without showing any respect. The king accordingly leapt up and said: “Know all inhabitants of earth, that vain and trivial is the power of kings nor is anyone worthy of the name of king save Him whose nod heaven and earth, and sea obey under laws eternal.” King Canute therefore, never again set the golden crown upon his neck but set it for ever above an image of the Lord which is nailed to a cross, in honour of God the great king. By His mercy may the soul of King Canute rest in peace.

DEVILS TAKE THE WITCH OF BERKELEY’S SOUL, 1065

William of Malmesbury

At the same time something similar occurred in England, not by divine miracle, but by infernal craft; which when I shall have related, the credit of the narrative will not be shaken, though the minds of the hearers should be incredulous; for I have heard it from a man of such character, who swore he had seen it, that I should blush to disbelieve.

There resided at Berkeley a woman addicted to witchcraft, as it afterwards appeared, and skilled in ancient augury . . . and of bad character. On a certain day, as she was regaling, a jackdaw, which was a very great favourite, chattered a little more loudly than usual. On hearing which the woman’s knife fell from her hand, her countenance grew pale, and deeply groaning, “This day,” said she, “my plough has completed its last furrow; to-day I shall hear of, and suffer, some dreadful calamity.” While yet speaking, the messenger of her misfortunes arrived; and being asked, “why he approached with so distressed an air”, “I bring news,” said he, “from that village,” naming the place, “of the death of your son, and of the whole family, by a sudden accident.” At this intelligence, the woman, sorely afflicted, immediately took to her bed, and perceiving the disorder rapidly approaching the vitals, she summoned her surviving children, a monk, and a nun, by hasty letters; and, when they arrived, with faltering voice, addressed them thus: “Formerly, my children, I constantly administered to my wretched circumstances by demoniacal arts: I have been the sink of every vice, the teacher of every allurement: yet, while practising these crimes, I was accustomed to soothe my hapless soul with the hope of your piety. Despairing of myself, I rested my expectations on you; I advanced you as my defenders against evil spirits, my safe guards against my strongest foes. Now, since I have approached the end of my life, and shall have those eager to punish, who lured me to sin, I entreat you by your mother’s breasts, if you have any regard, any affection, at least to endeavour to alleviate my torments; and, although you cannot revoke the sentence already passed upon my soul, yet you may perhaps rescue my body, by these means: sew up my corpse in the skin of a stag; lay it on its back in a stone coffin; fasten down the lid with lead and iron; on this lay a stone, bound round with three iron chains of enormous weight; let there be psalms sung for fifty nights, and masses said for an equal number of days, to allay the ferocious attacks of my adversaries. If I lie thus secure for three nights, on the fourth day bury your mother in the ground; although I fear, lest the earth, which has been so often burdened with my crimes, should refuse to receive and cherish me in her bosom.” They did their utmost to comply with her injunctions: but alas! vain were pious tears, vows, or entreaties; so great was the woman’s guilt, so great the devil’s violence. For on the first two nights, while the choir of priests was singing psalms around the body, the devils, one by one, with the utmost ease bursting open the door of the church, though closed with an immense bolt, broke asunder the two outer chains; the middle one being more laboriously wrought, remained entire. On the third night, about cockcrow, the whole monastery seemed to be overthrown from its very foundation, by the clamour of the approaching enemy. One devil, more terrible in appearance than the rest, and of loftier stature, broke the gates to shivers by the violence of his attack. The priests grew motionless with fear, their hair stood on end, and they became speechless. He proceeded, as it appeared, with haughty step towards the coffin, and calling on the woman by name, commanded her to rise. She replying that she could not on account of the chains: “You shall be loosed,” said he, “and to your cost”: and directly he broke the chain, which had mocked the ferocity of the others, with as little exertion as though it had been made of flax. He also beat down the cover of the coffin with his foot, and taking her by the hand, before them all, he dragged her out of the church. At the doors appeared a black horse, proudly neighing, with iron hooks projecting over his whole back; on which the wretched creature was placed, and, immediately, with the whole party, vanished from the eyes of the beholders; her pitiable cries, however, for assistance, were heard for nearly the space of four miles.

THE NORMAN INVASION, SEPTEMBER–OCTOBER 1066

William of Poitiers

With the death of Edward the Confessor, Harold II was chosen as king of England; however, his claim was disputed by Duke William of Normandy, who landed in England on 29 September 1066. William of Poitiers was the Duke’s chaplain.

Rejoicing greatly at having secured a safe landing, the Normans seized and fortified first Pevensey and then Hastings, intending that these should serve as a stronghold for themselves and as a refuge for their ships. Marius and Pompey the Great, both of whom earned their victories by courage and ability (since the one brought Jugurtha in chains to Rome while the other forced Mithridates to take poison), were so cautious when they were in enemy territory that they feared to expose themselves to danger even by separating themselves with a legion from their main army: their custom was (like that of most generals) to direct patrols and not to lead them. But William, with twenty-five knights and no more, himself went out to gain information about the neighbourhood and its inhabitants. Because of the roughness of the ground he had to return on foot, a matter doubtless for laughter, but if the episode is not devoid of humour it none the less deserves serious praise. For the duke came back carrying on his shoulder, besides his own hauberk, that of William fitz Osbern, one of his companions. This man was famed for his bodily strength and courage, but it was the duke who relieved him in his necessity of the weight of his armour.

A rich inhabitant of the country who was a Norman by race, Robert, son of Wimarc, a noble lady, sent a messenger to Hastings to the duke who was his relative and his lord. “King Harold,” he said, “has just given battle to his brother and to the king of Norway, who is reputed to be the greatest warrior under heaven, and he has killed both of them in one fight, and has destroyed their mighty armies. Heartened by this success he now hastens towards you at the head of innumerable troops all well equipped for war, and against them your own warriors will prove of no more account than a pack of curs. You are accounted a wise man, and at home you have hitherto acted prudently both in peace and war. Now therefore take care for your safety lest your boldness lead you into a peril from which you will not escape. My advice to you is to remain within your entrenchments and not at present to offer battle.” But the duke replied to the messenger thus: “Although it would have been better for your master not to have mingled insults with his message, nevertheless I thank him for his advice. But say this also to him: I have no desire to protect myself behind any rampart, but I intend to give battle to Harold as soon as possible. With the aid of God I would not hesitate to oppose him with my own brave men even if I had only ten thousand of these instead of the sixty thousand I now command.”

One day when the duke was visiting the guards of his fleet, and was walking about near the ships, he was told that a monk had arrived sent to him by Harold. He at once accosted him and discreetly said: “I am the steward of William, duke of Normandy, and very intimate with him. It is only through me you will have an opportunity of delivering your message. Say therefore what you have to say to me, and I will deliver a faithful report of your message, for no one is dearer to him than I am. Afterwards through my good offices you may in person say to him whatever you wish.” The monk then delivered his message without further delay, and the duke at once caused him to be well housed and kindly entertained. At the same time he carefully considered with his followers what reply he should make to the message.

The next day, seated in the midst of his magnates, he summoned the monk to his presence and said: “I am William, by the grace of God, prince of the Normans. Repeat now therefore in the presence of these men what you said to me yesterday.” The envoy then spoke: “This is what Harold bids you know. You have come into his land with he knows not what temerity. He recalls that King Edward at first appointed you as his heir to the kingdom of England, and he remembers that he was himself sent by the king to Normandy to give you an assurance of the succession. But he knows also that the same king, his lord, acting within his rights, bestowed on him the kingdom of England when dying. Moreover, ever since the time when blessed Augustine came to these shores it has been the unbroken custom of the English to treat death-bed bequests as inviolable. It is therefore with justice that he bids you return with your followers to your own country. Otherwise he will break the friendship and the pacts he made with you in Normandy. And he leaves the choice entirely to you.”

When the duke had heard this message he asked the monk whether he would conduct his messenger safely into Harold’s presence, and the monk promised that he would take as much care for his safety as for his own. Then the duke ordered a certain monk of Fécamp to carry this message forthwith to Harold: “It is not with temerity nor unjustly but after deliberation and in defence of right that I have crossed the sea into this country. My lord and kinsman, King Edward, made me the heir of this kingdom even as Harold himself has testified; and he did so because of the great honours and rich benefits conferred upon him and his brother and followers by me and my magnates. He acted thus because among all his acquaintance he held me to be the best capable of supporting him during his life and of giving just rule to the kingdom after his death. Moreover his choice was not made without the consent of his magnates since Archbishop Stigand, Earl Godwine, Earl Leo-fric and Earl Siward confirmed it, swearing in his hands that after King Edward’s death they would serve me as lord, and that during his lifetime they would not seek to have the country in any way occupied so as to hinder my coming. He gave me the son and the nephew of Godwine as hostages. And finally he sent me Harold himself to Normandy that in my presence he might personally take the oath which his father and the others had sworn in my absence. While he was on his way to me Harold fell into a perilous captivity from which he was rescued by my firmness and prudence. He made himself my man by a solemn act of homage, and with his hands in mine he pledged to me the security of the English kingdom. I am ready to submit my case against his for judgment either by the law of Normandy or better still by the law of England, whichever he may choose; and if according to truth and equity either the Normans or the English decide that the kingdom is his by right, let him possess it in peace. But if it be decided that in justice the kingdom should be mine, let him yield it up. Moreover, if he refuses these conditions, I do not think it right that either my men or his should perish in conflict over a quarrel that is none of their making. I am therefore ready to risk my life against his in single combat to decide whether the kingdom of England should by right be his or mine.”

We have been careful to record all this speech in the duke’s own words rather than our own, for we wish posterity to regard him with favour. Anyone may easily judge that he showed himself wise and just, pious and brave. On reflection it will be considered that the strength of his argument was such that it could not have been shaken by Tully himself, the glory of Roman eloquence; and it brought to nought the claims of Harold. The duke (it will be seen) was ready to accept the judgment prescribed by the law of nations, since he did not desire that his enemies, the English, should perish because of his quarrel, but rather he wanted to decide the issue by means of a single combat and at the peril of his own life. When Harold advanced to meet the duke’s envoy and heard this message he grew pale and for a long while remained as if dumb. And when the monk had asked more than once for a reply he first said: “We march at once,” and then added, “We march to battle.” The envoy besought him to reconsider this reply, urging that what the duke desired was a single combat and not the double slaughter of two armies. (For that good and brave man was willing to renounce something that was just and agreeable to him in order to prevent the death of many: he wished for Harold’s head, knowing that it was defended by less fortitude than his own, and that it was not protected by justice.) Then Harold, lifting up his face to heaven, exclaimed: “May the Lord decide this day between William and me, and may he pronounce which of us has the right.” Thus, blinded by his lust for dominion, and in his fear unmindful of the wrongs he had committed, Harold made his conscience his judge and that to his own ruin.

In the meantime trusty knights who had been sent out by the duke on patrol came back in haste to report the approach of the enemy. The king was the more furious because he had heard that the Normans had laid waste the neighbourhood of their camp, and he planned to take them unawares by a surprise or night attack. Further, in order to prevent their escape, he sent out a fleet of seven hundred armed vessels to block their passage home. Immediately the duke summoned to arms all those within the camp, for the greater part of his host had gone out foraging. He himself attended mass with the greatest devotion, and fortified both his body and soul by partaking of the Body and Blood of our Lord. With great humility he hung round his neck the relics on which Harold had sworn the oath he had now broken, and whose protection he had therefore lost. The duke had with him two bishops from Normandy, Odo, bishop of Bayeux, and Geoffrey, bishop of Coutances; and there were also with him many secular clergy and not a few monks. This company made ready to fight for him with their prayers. Anyone but the duke would have been alarmed at seeing his hauberk turn to the left when he put it on, but he merely laughed and did not allow the unlucky omen to disturb him.

Although no one has reported to us in detail the short harangue with which on this occasion he increased the courage of his troops, we doubt not it was excellent. He reminded the Normans that with him for their leader they had always proved victorious in many perilous battles. He reminded them also of their fatherland, of its noble history, and of its great renown. “Now is the time,” he said, “for you to show your strength, and the courage that is yours.” “You fight,” he added, “not merely for victory but also for survival. If you bear yourselves valiantly you will obtain victory, honour and riches. If not you will be ruthlessly butchered, or else led ignominiously captive into the hands of pitiless enemies. Further, you will incur abiding disgrace. There is no road for retreat. In front, your advance is blocked by an army and a hostile countryside; behind you, there is the sea where an enemy fleet bars your flight. Men worthy of the name do not allow themselves to be dismayed by the number of their foes. The English have again and again fallen to the sword of an enemy; often, being vanquished, they have submitted to a foreign yoke; nor have they ever been famed as soldiers. The vigorous courage of a few men armed in a just cause and specially protected by heaven must prevail against a host of men unskilled in combat. Only be bold so that nothing shall make you yield, and victory will gladden your hearts.”

He then advanced in good order with the papal banner which had been granted to him borne aloft at the head of his troops. In the van he placed foot-soldiers equipped with arrows and crossbows; in the second rank came the more heavily armed infantry clad in hauberks; and finally came the squadrons of knights in the midst of whom he rode himself, showing invincible courage and in such a position that he could give his orders by hand or by voice. If any ancient writer had described the host of Harold, he would have said that at its passage the rivers became dry and the forests were turned into plains. From all the provinces of the English a vast host had gathered together. Some were moved by their zeal for Harold, but all were inspired by the love of their country which they desired, however unjustly, to defend against foreigners. The land of the Danes who were allied to them had also sent copious reinforcements. But fearing William more than the king of Norway and not daring to fight with him on equal terms, they took up their position on higher ground, on a hill abutting the forest through which they had just come. There, at once dismounting from their horses, they drew themselves up on foot and in very close order. The duke and his men in no way dismayed by the difficulty of the ground came slowly up the hill, and the terrible sound of trumpets on both sides signalled the beginning of the battle. The eager boldness of the Normans gave them the advantage of attack, even as in a trial for theft it is the prosecuting counsel who speaks first. In such wise the Norman foot drawing nearer provoked the English by raining death and wounds upon them with their missiles. But the English resisted valiantly, each man according to his strength, and they hurled back spears and javelins and weapons of all kinds together with axes and stones fastened to pieces of wood. You would have thought to see our men overwhelmed by this death-dealing weight of projectiles. The knights came after the chief, being in the rearmost rank, and all disdaining to fight at long range were eager to use their swords. The shouts both of the Normans and of the barbarians were drowned in the clash of arms and by the cries of the dying, and for a long time the battle raged with the utmost fury. The English, however, had the advantage of the ground and profited by remaining within their position in close order. They gained further superiority from their numbers, from the impregnable front which they preserved, and most of all from the manner in which their weapons found easy passage through the shields and armour of their enemies. Thus they bravely withstood and successfully repulsed those who were engaging them at close quarters, and inflicted losses upon the men who were shooting missiles at them from a distance. Then the foot-soldiers and the Breton knights, panic-stricken by the violence of the assault, broke in flight before the English and also the auxiliary troops on the left wing, and the whole army of the duke was in danger of retreat. This may be said without disparagement to the unconquerable Norman race. The army of the Roman emperor, containing the soldiers of kings accustomed to victory on sea and land, sometimes fled on the report, true or false, that their leader was dead. And in this case the Normans believed that their duke and lord was killed. Their flight was thus not so much shameful as sad, for their leader was their greatest solace.

Seeing a large part of the hostile host pursuing his own troops, the prince thrust himself in front of those in flight, shouting at them and threatening them with his spear. Staying their retreat, he took off his helmet, and standing before them bareheaded he cried: “Look at me well. I am still alive and by the grace of God I shall yet prove victor. What is this madness which makes you fly, and what way is open for your retreat? You are allowing yourselves to be pursued and killed by men whom you could slaughter like cattle. You are throwing away victory and lasting glory, rushing into ruin and incurring abiding disgrace. And all for naught since by flight none of you can escape destruction.” With these words he restored their courage, and, leaping to the front and wielding his death-dealing sword, he defied the enemy who merited death for their disloyalty to him their prince. Inflamed by his ardour the Normans then surrounded several thousands of their pursuers and rapidly cut them down so that not one escaped. Heartened by this success, they then furiously carried their attack on to the main body of the English host, which even after their losses scarcely seemed diminished in number. The English fought confidently with all their strength, striving in particular to prevent the attackers from penetrating within their ranks, which indeed were so closely massed together that even the dead had not space in which to fall. The swords of the bravest warriors hewed a gap in some places, and there they were followed by the men of Maine, by the French, by the Bretons and the men of Aquitaine, and by the Normans who showed the greatest valour.

A certain Norman, Robert, son of Roger of Beaumont, being nephew and heir to Henry, count of Meulan, through Henry’s sister, Adeline, found himself that day in battle for the first time: he was as yet but a young man and he performed feats of valour worthy of perpetual remembrance. At the head of the troop which he commanded on the right wing, he attacked with the utmost bravery and success. It is not, however, our purpose, or within our capacity, to describe as they deserve the exploits of individuals. Even a master of narrative who had actually been present that day would find it very difficult to narrate them all in detail. For our part we shall hasten to the point at which, having ended our praise of William the count, we shall begin to describe the glory of William the king.

Realising that they could not without severe loss overcome an army massed so strongly in close formation, the Normans and their allies feigned flight and simulated a retreat, for they recalled that only a short while ago their flight had given them an advantage. The barbarians thinking victory within their grasp shouted with triumph, and heaping insults upon our men, threatened utterly to destroy them. Several thousand of them, as before, gave rapid pursuit to those whom they thought to be in flight; but the Normans suddenly wheeling their horses surrounded them and cut down their pursuers so that not one was left alive. Twice was this ruse employed with the utmost success, and then they attacked those that remained with redoubled fury. This army was still formidable and very difficult to overwhelm. Indeed this was a battle of a new type: one side vigorously attacking; the other resisting as if rooted to the ground. At last the English began to weary, and as if confessing their crime in their defeat they submitted to their punishment. The Normans threw and struck and pierced. The movements of those who were cut down to death appeared greater than that of the living; and those who were lightly wounded could not escape because of the density of their formation but were crushed in the throng. Thus fortune crowned the triumph of William.

There were present in this battle: Eustace, count of Boulogne; William, son of Richard, count of Evreux; Geoffrey, son of Rotrou, count of Mortagne; William fitz Osbern; Haimo, vicomte of Thouars; Walter Giffard; Hughe of Montfort-sur-Risle; Rodulf of Tosny; Hugh of Grantmesnil; William of Warenne; and many other most renowned warriors whose names are worthy to be commemorated in histories among the bravest soldiers of all time. But Duke William excelled them all both in bravery and soldier-craft, so that one might esteem him as at least the equal of the most praised generals of ancient Greece and Rome. He dominated this battle, checking his own men in flight, strengthening their spirit, and sharing their dangers. He bade them come with him, more often than he ordered them to go in front of him. Thus it may be understood how he led them by his valour and gave them courage. At the mere sight of this wonderful and redoubtable knight, many of his enemies lost heart even before they received a scratch. Thrice his horse fell under him; thrice he leapt upon the ground; and thrice he quickly avenged the death of his steed. It was here that one could see his prowess, and mark at once the strength of his arm and the height of his spirit. His sharp sword pierced shields, helmets and armour, and not a few felt the weight of his shield. His knights seeing him thus fight on foot were filled with wonder, and although many were wounded they took new heart. Some weakened by loss of blood went on resisting, supported by their shields, and others unable themselves to carry on the struggle, urged on their comrades by voice and gesture to follow the duke. “Surely,” they cried, “you will not let victory slip from your hands.” William himself came to the rescue of many . . .

Evening was now falling, and the English saw that they could not hold out much longer against the Normans. They knew they had lost a great part of their army, and they knew also that their king with two of his brothers and many of their greatest men had fallen. Those who remained were almost exhausted, and they realised that they could expect no more help. They saw the Normans, whose numbers had not been much diminished, attack them with even greater fury than at the beginning of the battle, as if the day’s fighting had actually increased their vigour. Dismayed at the implacable bearing of the duke who spared none who came against him and whose prowess could not rest until victory was won, they began to fly as swiftly as they could, some on horseback, some on foot, some along the roads, but most over the trackless country. Many lay on the ground bathed in blood, others who struggled to their feet found themselves too weak to escape, while a few, although disabled, were given strength to move by fear. Many left their corpses in the depths of the forest, and others were found by their pursuers lying by the roadside. Although ignorant of the countryside the Normans eagerly carried on the pursuit, and striking the rebels in the back brought a happy end to this famous victory. Many fallen to the ground were trampled to death under the hooves of runaway horses.

But some of those who retreated took courage to renew the struggle on more favourable ground. This was a steep valley intersected with ditches. These people, descended from the ancient Saxons (the fiercest of men), are always by nature eager for battle, and they could only be brought down by the greatest valour. Had they not recently defeated with ease the king of Norway at the head of a fine army?

The duke who was following the victorious standards did not turn from his course when he saw these enemy troops rallying. Although he thought that reinforcements had joined his foes he stood firm. Armed only with a broken lance he was more formidable than others who brandished long javelins. With a harsh voice he called to Eustace of Boulogne, who with fifty knights was turning in flight, and was about to give the signal for retreat. This man came up to the duke and said in his ear that he ought to retire since he would court death if he went forward. But at the very moment when he uttered the words Eustace was struck between the shoulders with such force that blood gushed out from his mouth and nose, and half dead he only made his escape with the aid of his followers. The duke, however, who was superior to all fear and dishonour, attacked and beat back his enemies. In this dangerous phase of the battle many Norman nobles were killed since the nature of the ground did not permit them to display their prowess to full advantage.

Having thus regained his superiority, the duke returned to the main battlefield, and he could not gaze without pity on the carnage, although the slain were evil men, and although it is good and glorious in a just war to kill a tyrant. The bloodstained battle-ground was covered with the flower of the youth and nobility of England. The two brothers of the king were found near him, and Harold himself stripped of all badges of honour could not be identified by his face, but only by certain marks on his body. His corpse was brought into the duke’s camp, and William gave it for burial to William, surnamed Malet, and not to Harold’s mother, who offered for the body of her beloved son its weight in gold. For the duke thought it unseemly to receive money for such merchandise, and equally he considered it wrong that Harold should be buried as his mother wished, since so many men lay unburied because of his avarice. They said in jest that he who had guarded the coast with such insensate zeal should be buried by the seashore . . .



 

* Wergild The price payable to the kin of a murdered or injured man.
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INTRODUCTION

On Christmas Day 1066 William of Normandy was acclaimed King of England. He held the crown, but not quite the country. The English rose in rebellion almost annually for the next five years, and had the dismaying habit of inviting the Vikings over to wreak havoc, such as the sack of Peterborough in 1070. To protect themselves from the two million English, Welsh and Scots, the ten thousand Normans who accompanied William built thick-walled castles and stuck it out. They persisted because like all victors they wanted the spoils, the reward for faithful service. The reward was land. To give land to his barons and knights, William took it from the English lords and thegns, and, almost at a stroke, destroyed the old English aristocracy.

The English peasants who came with this land were bound to the Norman overlord to provide labour in peace and footsoldiering in time of war. The Normans termed the system “feudalism”, but it was not a new invention; most of Europe, Britain included, had been practising it for several centuries. Norman occupation or not, the peasants – who formed over 90 per cent of the population – got on with tilling the land and foddering their animals. The limited impact of the Norman invasion on English society is only proven by the continuation of English as the land’s principal language; Norman French was restricted to the court, government, church, aristocracy – the apparatus of society.

William may have needed to reward his military helpers, but he also had a dynasty to build. To determine his potential economic wealth (and therefore his power), he ordered a survey of England’s resources. So thorough was the job that it put the people in mind of the Last Day of Judgement, and they nicknamed the survey “Domesday” (Doom’s Day’).

The great advantage of the Domesday Book for William the Conqueror was that it allowed direct taxation by the king, rather than levies through feudal lords. The Norman knights might have put William on the throne but he had no intention of relying on them to stay there.

By the time of his death in 1087, William I had secured the new regime from within and without. True, he had failed to conquer Wales, but at least the Marcher Lords had made inroads. As for Scotland, he let sleeping Scots lie.

William’s son Henry I continued in his father’s footsteps, and dutifully strengthened centralized finances and administration. Henry’s nephew Stephen ushered in anarchy, and without a whip hand over them the barons saw their chance to aggrandize power. Henry II, Henry I’s grandson, restored order in 1153, razing illegally built baronial castles, and ensuring that the king’s law – moderated and reformed – was obeyed throughout the land. But Henry’s desire for greater temporal authority led directly to conflict with his archbishop, Thomas Becket, who (in the manner of Pope Gregory VII) denied that the crown had any power over the clergy. Becket’s murder by some of Henry’s more zealous followers put a blot on his reign that was never quite obscured. Becket aside, the English Church was notably given to a lack of fervour. When Richard the Lionheart went off to the Holy Land, the Church got on with making money at home.

Richard might have been the epitome of chivalry, but his reign was ruinous for the medieval British monarchy. Aside from his plain lack of interest in the island (he only visited twice, preferring the crown’s possessions in France), his adventuring habits placed a groaning burden on the country’s finances. More extortion by King John – through William’s old centralized system – caused widespread discontent, which the barons utilized to their own ends, forcing King John at Runnymede in 1215 to seal the Magna Carta. If this essentially confirmed the nobles’ own privileges, it also placed constitutional constraints on the monarch’s power. When John reneged on the deal, the barons went to war, a strife against the crown which lasted on and off until 1267, when Edward I crushed the barons at Evesham. Conspicuously competent as a soldier, Edward extended English rule into Wales and subdued the Scots at Dunbar and Falkirk. A good king was then suceeded by a bad one, Edward II, who in turn was succeeded by a good one, Edward III. Edward III’s reign, 1327–77, was notable for many things, not least beginning the Hundred Years’ War with France. Originally waged to stop French interference in Scotland and protect the wool trade (England’s principal money-earner during the Middle Ages) with Flanders, it rapidly turned into a war of conquest. Despite the resounding victories won by the English longbow at Creçy (1346), Poitiers (1356) and Agincourt (1415), the English quit the wars in 1453.

They were left with nothing but Calais, and recriminations which vortexed into the dynastic struggle for the throne known as the Wars of the Roses, which only ended with the victory of Henry Tudor at Bosworth in 1485.

There was one other result of the Hundred Year’s War. A highly developed national consciousness, sharpened and honed in the long rivalry with France. (By the fifteenth century even the bastard Norman French of the court was on its way out.) Crucial to this national identity was an Englishman’s belief in himself as a freeborn individual, a lover of liberty as well as country. It might have been vain, but it wasn’t entirely self-delusion. By the fifteenth century England and Wales had a parliament, while feudalism was all but destroyed, with lords receiving money rents instead of feudal service. (Curiously enough, however, feudalism would not be destroyed as the law of the land until 1935.) England had become a land of tenant farmers and free labourers not serfs. Behind this change stood the ghost of the Black Death of 1348, when around two million of England’s five million population were killed. Those who survived found their labour in demand, and were able to call the tune as well as whistle it. They did so many times, not least in the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381.

FAMINE IN ENGLAND, 1068–70

Simeon of Durham

In consequence of the Normans having plundered England . . . almost the whole realm, yet principally Northumbria and the adjacent provinces – so great a famine prevailed that men, compelled by hunger, devoured human flesh, that of horses, dogs and cats, and whatever custom abhors; others sold themselves to perpetual slavery, so that they might in any way preserve their wretched existence; others, while about to go into exile from their country, fell down in the middle of the journey and gave up the ghost.

It was horrific to behold human corpses decaying in the houses, the streets, and the roads, swarming with worms, while they were consuming in corruption with an abominable stench. For no one was left to bury them in the earth, all being cut off either by the sword or by famine, or having left the country on account of the famine. Meanwhile, the land being thus deprived of any one to cultivate it for nine years, an extensive solitude prevailed all around. There was no village inhabited between York and Durham; they became lurking places to wild beasts and robbers, and were a great dread to travellers.

THE SACK OF PETERBOROUGH, 2 JUNE 1070

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

Viking raids on Britain continued after the Norman invasion

The same year king Sweyn came from Denmark into the Humber, and the people of those parts came to meet him and made an alliance with him, for they believed that he would conquer the land. Then the Danish bishop Christien, and Earl Osbern, and their Danish retainers, came into Ely, and all the people of the fens joined them, for they believed that they should conquer the whole country. Now the monks of Peterborough were told that some of their own men, namely, Hereward and his train, would pillage the monastery, because they had heard that the king had given the abbacy to a French abbot named Turold, and that he was a very stern man, and that he was come into Stamford with all his French followers. There was, at that time, a churchwarden named Ywar; who took all that he could by night, gospels, mass-robes, cassocks, and other garments, and such other small things as he could carry away, and he came before day to the abbot Turold, and told him that he sought his protection, and told how the outlaws were coming to Peterborough, and he said that he had done this at the desire of the monks. Then early in the morning all the outlaws came with many ships, and they endeavoured to enter the monastery, but the monks withstood them, so that they were not able to get in. Then they set fire to it, and burned all the monks’ houses, and all those in the town, save one: and they broke in through the fire at Bolhithe-gate (Bulldyke gate), and the monks came before them and desired peace. However they gave no heed to them, but went into the monastery, and climbed up to the holy crucifix, took the crown from our Lord’s head, which was all of the purest gold, and the footstool of red gold from under his feet. And they climbed up to the steeple, and brought down the table (crozier or cope?) which was hidden there; it was all of gold and silver. They also seized two gilt shrines, and nine of silver, and they carried off fifteen great crosses of gold and silver. And they took so much gold and silver, and so much treasure in money, robes, and books, that no man can compute the amount; saying they did this because of their allegiance to the monastery: and afterwards they betook themselves to their ships and went to Ely, where they secured their treasures. The Danes believed that they should overcome the Frenchmen, and they drove away all the monks, leaving only one named Leofwin the Long, and he lay sick in the hospital. Then came the abbot Turold, and eight score Frenchmen with him, all well armed; and when he arrived he found all burnt both within and without, excepting the church itself; and all the outlaws were then embarked, knowing that he would come thither. This happened on the fourth day before the Nones of June (2 June). Then the two kings, William and Sweyn, made peace with each other, on which the Danes departed from Ely, carrying with them all the aforesaid treasure. When they were come into the midst of the sea, there arose a great storm, which dispersed all the ships in which the treasures were: some were driven to Norway, some to Ireland, and others to Denmark, and all the spoils that reached the latter country, being the table (crozier or cope?) and some of the shrines and crosses, and many of the other treasures, they brought to one of the king’s towns called . . . and laid it all up in the church. But one night – through their carelessness and drunkenness the church was burned and all that was in it. Thus was the monastery of Peterborough burned and pillaged. May Almighty God have pity on it in his great mercy: and thus the abbot Turold came to Peterborough, and the monks returned thither and performed Christian worship in the church, which had stood a full week without service of any kind. When Bishop Egelric heard this, he excommunicated all the men who had done this evil.

THE DOMESDAY INQUISITION, 1086

Anon

AD 1086 William, king of the English, sent through all the provinces of England, and caused it to be inquired how many hides were held in the whole of England, and how much the king had in lands and cattle and livestock in each province, and what customary dues each year. This he caused to be done in respect of the lands and dues both of all churches and of all his barons. He inquired what these were worth, and how much they then rendered, and how much they were able to render in the time of King Edward. And so thoroughly was all this carried out that there did not remain in the whole of England a single hide or a virgate of land or an ox or a cow or a pig which was not written in that return. And all the writings of all these things were brought back to the king. And the king ordered that all should be written in one volume, and that that volume should be placed in his treasury at Winchester and kept there.

THE DOMESDAY BOOK: THE ASSESSMENT OF CANONS OF HEREFORDSHIRE, 1086

Anon

The national survey was arranged by holders of land, rather by area. Here are the some of the holdings of the Canons of Hereford.

THESE LANDS MENTIONED BELOW BELONG
TO THE CANONS OF HEREFORD

In STRETFORD Hundred

4 In LULHAM 8 hides which pay tax. In lordship 1 plough;

11 villagers and 5 smallholders with 13 ploughs.

1 female slave; meadow, 3 acres; 1 more plough would be possible in lordship . . .

Of this land 2 clerks hold 2 hides and 3 virgates and 1 man-at-arms 1 hide. They have 2 ploughs in lordship;

13 villagers and 2 smallholders with 8 ploughs.

Before 1066 it was waste. Value now £10.

5 In PRESTON (on Wye) 6 hides which pay tax. In lordship 1 plough;

9 villagers and 8 smallholders with 8½ ploughs.

A mill at 2s; woodland 1 league long and ½ wide; 1 more plough would be possible in lordship.

Of this land 2 clerks hold 2½ hides; 1 hide is waste. They have 7 villagers with 3 ploughs. The villagers have more ploughs than ploughable land.

Before 1066 it was waste. Value now 100s.

6 In TYBERTON 6 hides which pay tax. In lordship 1 plough;

16 villagers and 6 smallholders with 9 ploughs; 1 more plough would be possible in lordship.

Meadow, 3 acres; woodland 1 league long and ½ league wide.

Before 1066 it was waste. Value now £3.

7 In the same Hundred 1 rider holds 1 hide which is (part) of the canons’ barton; it pays tax. 1 plough in lordship.

Value 5s.

 

8 In EATON (Bishop) 5 hides. . . . In lordship 2 ploughs;

12 villagers and 6 smallholders with 7 ploughs.

2 slaves; a mill at 5s; meadow, 12 acres; woodland 1 league long and 2 furlongs wide.

Value £4.

Earl Harold held this manor. Earl William gave it to Bishop Walter for land in which the market is now and for 3 hides of Lydney.

9 In MADLEY 3 hides . . .; they belong to the Bishop’s barton. In lordship 1 plough;

6 villagers with 4 ploughs.

Woodland ½ league long and 1 furlong wide. This woodland is in the King’s Enclosure.

10 In the same Hundred 2 free men hold 4 hides; they belong to the Bishop’s barton. They have 1½ ploughs in lordship;

6 smallholders with 2 ploughs.

Value of the whole manor, 100s; of the men-at-arms’ land, 15s 8d.

In DINEDOR Hundred

11 In “BARTON” 10 hides which pay tax. In lordship 1 plough;

1 villager and 2 smallholders with 1 plough.

1 female slave; meadow, 4 acres. The King has the woodland of this manor in his lordship.

Of this land 4 clerks hold 4½ hides; 4 men-at-arms hold 5 hides.

They have 7½ ploughs in lordship and

22 villagers and 12 smallholders with 10½ ploughs.

½ hide is waste. 2 more ploughs would be possible in lordship than there are.

Before 1066 it was waste. Value now £7.

12 In HOLME (Lacy) 6 hides which pay tax. In lordship 2 ploughs;

16 villagers, a priest, a reeve, 1 Frenchman and 4 boors; between them they have 20½ ploughs.

1 male and 2 female slaves; meadow, 10 acres; woodland ½ league long and as wide.

A church called LLANWARNE belongs to this manor. 3 ploughs there, but the land of this church does not pay tax. A priest pays 2s from it. Roger of Lacy holds this land under the Bishop. Earl Harold held this manor wrongfully because it is for the canons’ supplies. King William restored it to Bishop Walter.

Value before 1066 £9; now £8.

In GREYTREE Hundred

13 In WOOLHOPE 16 hides which pay tax. In lordship 1 plough; another would be possible;

35 villagers and 7 smallholders with 35 ploughs.

Meadow, 8 acres; woodland 3 furlongs long and 1 furlong wide.

A RECKONING OF WILLIAM THE CONQUEROR ON HIS DEATH, 1087

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

What can I say? That bitter death that spares neither high nor low seized him. He died in Normandy on the day following the Nativity of St Mary (9 September), and was buried at Caen in the abbey of St Stephen, which he had formerly built and afterwards endowed in various ways.

Alas! how deceitful and transitory is the prosperity of this world. He who was once a mighty king, and lord of many a land, was left of all the land with nothing save seven feet of ground: and he who was once decked with gold and jewels, lay then covered over with earth.

He left behind him three sons. The eldest was called Robert, who became duke of Normandy after him. The second was called William, who wore the royal crown in England after him. The third was called Henry, to whom his father bequeathed treasures innumerable.

If anyone desires to know what kind of man he was or in what honour he was held or how many lands he was lord over, then shall we write of him as we have known him, who have ourselves seen him and at one time dwelt in his court. King William, of whom we speak, was a man of great wisdom and power, and surpassed in honour and in strength all those who had gone before him. Though stern beyond measure to those who opposed his will, he was kind to those good men who loved God. On the very spot where God granted him the conquest of England he caused a great abbey to be built; and settled monks in it and richly endowed it. During his reign was built the great cathedral at Canterbury, and many another throughout all England. This land too was filled with monks living their lives after the rule of St Benedict. Such was the state of religion in his time that every man who wished to, whatever considerations there might be with regard to his rank, could follow the profession of a monk.

Moreover he kept a great state.
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