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For Clare, Tristan and Jojo,

who sometimes jumped back with me





I’ll go with you, then,

since you must play this game of ghosts . . .

Siegfried Sassoon
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Significant Historical Figures

 

Romans

Agricola – Staff officer in AD 60, later governor of Britain and father-in-law of Tacitus.

Augustus – Emperor, 27 BC–AD 14.

Aulus Plautius – General tasked with invading Britain in AD 43.

Cassius Dio – Roman historian, late second century AD.

Catus Decianus – Procurator of Britain in AD 60, a sort of Chancellor of the Exchequer.

Claudius – Emperor, AD 41–54.

Julius Caesar – Governor of Gaul, later dictator. Led expeditions to Britain in 55 and 54 BC.

Nero – Emperor, AD 54–68.

Ostorius Scapula – Second governor of Britain, AD 47–52.

Seneca – Roman philosopher and statesman, advisor to Nero.

Suetonius Paulinus – Governor of Britain, AD 58–61, senior commander confronting Boudica.

Tacitus – Son-in-law of Agricola, Roman historian, late first and early second century AD.

Britons

Boudica – Wife and queen/consort of King Prasutagus of the Iceni.

Caratacus – Prince of the Catuvellauni, and British resistance leader.

Cartimandua – Queen of the Brigantes, Roman client monarch.

Cunobelin – King of the Catuvellauni, died c.AD 40.

Prasutagus – King of the Iceni, husband of Boudica, Roman client monarch.

Togidubnus – King based near Chichester, probably of the Atrebates; Roman client monarch.

Togodumnus – Prince of the Catuvellauni, British war leader.





Preface

AD 60 and All That

A Game of Ghosts

But you are wrong to say that we cannot move about in Time.

For instance, if I am recalling an incident very vividly, I go

back to the instant of its occurrence: I become absent-minded,

as you say. I jump back for a moment.

H.G. Wells, The Time Machine

 

One fateful day in 1919, Rik Mortimer Wheeler, a demobbed artillery officer fresh home from the trauma of the Great War, was exploring the dungeons beneath the dishevelled Norman keep of Colchester Castle. Still only twenty-nine years old, Wheeler was already an experienced archaeologist and decorated soldier, and had conducted excavations in Colchester during the war whilst waiting to go overseas. Blinking through the cold, claustrophobic gloom at the vaulting arches of gravelly mortar around him, Wheeler gazed into the eyes of his companion. By his own admission, peering out of the gloom, he must have looked like an owl.

‘Dungeons,’ he murmured, ‘dungeons be damned.’

Where his guide saw the cellars and dungeons of a medieval castle, Wheeler saw the hard concrete underbelly of Roman foundations, and not just any foundations, but those of a temple. And in that city, with those foundations, they could only be for one building. The Temple of Claudius.1

Rik Mortimer Wheeler, later Sir Mortimer Wheeler, one of the most famous, colourful and controversial characters ever to emerge from British archaeology, had stumbled across a site of monumental importance. The Temple of Claudius, the centre of the Imperial cult, was the most prestigious building in the Roman province of Britannia at the time of its construction. More than that, it had the rare distinction of being specifically mentioned in the scant histories of Roman Britain, and was central to one of the most terrible tragedies related in them.

In AD 60, when Queen Boudica’s rebel army surged across the south-east of Britain, destroying all in its path, Colchester, then Camulodunum, had been its first objective. Undefended by ramparts or much of a garrison, the city had fallen in a frenzy of slaughter and fire. All else was plundered or fired in the onslaught; wrote Tacitus, the temple where the soldiers had assembled, was stormed after a two days’ siege.2

The foundations of that temple, now known as the Vaults, can be visited today. The arching walls of rough concrete embedded with gravel, which seem purposely designed to scalp anyone unfortunate enough to trip and bang their head against them, are, for me, the most remarkable Roman remains in Britain. What the place lacks in architecture, art and colour, it makes up for incomparably with a less tangible commodity – atmosphere.

The enclosing gloom is no less oppressive than in Wheeler’s day, and if you are able to linger alone for a moment, when the rest of the tour party stoops through the small doorway hacked through the concrete into the next vault, I know of nowhere else in which the imagination can run quite so rampant. It is one of those rare places that forms a direct link with a specific event so long ago that almost all other traces of it have been erased.

Experiencing archaeological and historical sites in person inevitably requires some sort of input from the visitor if we are to see more than a bit of old wall, a ditch full of its famously dull water, or simply an empty field. Rik Mortimer Wheeler, as an older man, observed that ‘the archaeologist is digging up, not things, but people,’3 encapsulating the need to repopulate those ancient sites with real human beings, and all the noise, smell and colour, passions, joys and woes accompanying them; in short, to bring it all back to life.

Archaeologists dig up people, and stories. Sometimes those stories are great, sweeping changes on a landscape scale, or the evolution of a single town or farm over centuries. For the individual excavator, at trowel level, those stories can be more intimate, exposing the physical residue of single moments; of individuals and their lives. Excavating a grave, perhaps, is the ultimate example of literally digging up people, but there are stories to be teased out from soil layers and scraps of pottery that open equally vivid, astonishing little windows.

But brushing up against the past, and glancing momentarily backwards, is not just the privilege and preserve of the excavator. Those windows and links to the past surround us every day, wherever we are; we simply have to notice them, and allow them to tell their story. The examples I would like to share, for they really inspired this book and are crucial to understanding the journey we are making, have nothing whatsoever to do with Boudica, but they condense the sheer wonder that seeing the history around you can inspire. We are not going back much more than a hundred years, but to pay lip-service to the Great Queen in her own book, I will start the story with her.

From Boadicea’s statue beside Westminster Bridge, if you walk north along the Victoria Embankment for ten minutes, you come to Cleopatra’s Needle, all at once magnificent, understated and completely out of place. The needle itself is impressive enough, but it is the sphinxes to either side that catch my attention, lying like bored guard dogs waiting for some sort of pharaonic Scooby Snack that never materialises. From across the road there is not much to choose between the sphinxes, identical mirror images of cast bronze placed equidistantly from the needle.

But not quite. The one on the right has dark mottling on the stone pedestal, and a small plaque. You cross the road. The dark mottling is actually pitting, as if someone has taken a hammer to the stone, blackened now by pollution, and there are irregular holes in the bronze arm of the sphinx. The plaque reveals all:

 

The scars that disfigure the pedestal of the obelisk, the bases

of the sphinxes and the right-hand sphinx, were caused by

fragments of a bomb dropped in the roadway close to this spot,

in the first raid on London by German aeroplanes a few minutes

before midnight on Tuesday 4th September 1917.

 

September 1917?

I’m guessing most of us were expecting a date closer to 1940, but London, and other cities, were heavily bombed in the First World War. The first raids on London were by Zeppelins, sleek, 650-foot-long airships. Next came the Gothas, huge biplane bombers, and even Staaken Giants, a biplane so monstrous that only one Second World War bomber matched its vast wingspan. The Giants would fly sorties over London beginning that same September, but the plane that dropped the bomb by Cleopatra’s Needle was a Gotha, and the sign is incorrect – it was the first night raid by aeroplanes.

 

 

 

Night-time on the Embankment. It is a fine, cool September evening. The moon is almost full, and only light cloud litters the sky. You cannot quite see Big Ben, for its bright face, like a guiding lighthouse, has been put out to comply with the blackout, and is likewise silenced. It is fifteen minutes before midnight, but no thunderous chimes echo along the Thames.

However, all is not quiet on the Victoria Embankment. Trams and taxis, both horse-drawn and motorised, are still plying their trade, and dawdling couples walk arm in arm through the late summer night. Along the Thames to the east are the familiar searchlights of Chatham and Gravesend fingering the sky for Zeppelins, and the distant pop, pop, pop suggest the anti-aircraft gunners have spotted one, or are unusually jumpy tonight. You are not concerned. The Zepps haven’t broken through central London’s defences for nearly a year, and the Gothas only raid in daylight.

But then the bombs start falling. Distant at first, and then the drone of the bombers can be heard, drowned out momentarily by the clatter of a passing tram, and then a deafening roar and blinding flash as the road erupts before you. Knocked flat, winded, deafened and momentarily blind, your senses return as the smoke slowly clears from the scene ahead. The tram has stopped, the windows all blown out, the driver slumped at the front, the two passengers silent somewhere in the wreckage; another figure staggers like a drunk. Some passers-by are screaming. Others are sprawled across the pavement. The Needle is still standing, miraculously, but bomb fragments have cut through the bronze arm of the sphinx like pebbles plopping into foreshore mud.

I put my finger into one of the holes. School kids with iPhones take selfies behind me. Whenever I stand near the needle those same events play through my mind and I jump back for a moment, as Wells says at the beginning of this chapter. The driver of the tram and his two passengers were killed and eight pedestrians injured by the 50-kilogram bomb that pockmarks the sphinx; the conductor lived to tell the tale. And every time I look at those holes, the archaeologist in me can’t help but think, Is the shrapnel still inside there?

I walk a few yards back and hold up a picture; a photograph taken the next day that shows the terrible damage.4 With the advent of photography, and moving film, we can visit such places and stand at the exact viewpoint of a photographer or filmmaker, hold up the picture, or footage, and gaze across the decades like time travellers.

I have done this on the Somme battlefield of Beaumont Hamel in northern France, standing on the exact spot where Geoffrey Malins, the official British cinematographer stood on 1 July 1916, filming men shortly to go over the top in that catastrophic first attack of the battle. In August 2014, I had taken a copy of the footage to the battlefield, tracked down a couple of exact filming locations, lined up the miniature screen horizon with the real one, and simply sat back open-mouthed to watch real ghosts wage their long-finished war, of young soldiers standing beside me, bayonets fixed, some smiling, some wretchedly scared, their hundred-year-exhaled cigarette smoke almost drifting out of the screen around me, sixty minutes before most dashed to their deaths or disablement.

I watched the quiet, wooded hilltop beyond erupt like a volcano in front of me as 40,000 pounds of secretly laid high-explosive did its work, throwing half the hill itself and all who stood on it thousands of feet into the air. Panning the DVD screen to my right-front, just as Malins had done with his camera, I watched the first men scrambling across no-man’s-land at zero hour and, almost unnoticed, I watched the first of those tiny, grey-scale figures falling as the machine guns opened up on them, able to glance across the few hundred yards and identify the exact spot where their crumpled bodies lay; perhaps where they still lie. Living, breathing human beings to archaeological deposits in the flickering of a cine film cell.5

The sense of the past happening before my eyes, of jumping back, was so remarkable that it returned to me time and again in the weeks and months to come. This was the artist’s reconstruction drawing, from where you stand now, writ large, that transported you momentarily back. Having spent the better part of two decades in professional archaeology, I was used to moments of connection with the past, of excavating a skeleton and being the first person to have any dealings with that forgotten individual for thousands of years; of being the first to see a 6000-year-old flint blade emerge from the soil, as perfect as the day it went in, and carelessly slicing my finger open on the still razor-sharp edge.

I remember one humid August afternoon on a fenland gravel quarry in 1996, being absorbed in the fragile task of lifting several Bronze Age cremation urns from their long interment, whilst dark clouds gathered above us. As the first fat raindrops spat up the dust like bullets, someone quipped that we must have triggered an ancient protective curse, that lightning would strike down anyone disturbing the graves. There was a chuckle, but I remember the second observation, said in a slightly quieter, more reverent tone, a spoken thought, that after 3500 years, perhaps that curse was simply too old now to do more than rain on us.

Archaeologists, of course, do not believe in curses, but I have never forgotten the poignancy of the statement, nor the way it somehow expressed the enormity of the time span that separated us from those burials, at the same moment as emphasising the intimacy of our very real, if fleeting, part in their story.

None of this, however, had inspired the sense of the past happening before my eyes as had watching that century-old battle footage from the footprints of the cameraman. I began to wonder if such a sense of immediacy could ever be achieved for the pre-film era; as an archaeologist I inevitably wondered if, by combining the various strands of evidence, it could even be achieved in any small way in an ancient context?

 

 

 

How far can we do this with Boudica? The Romans did not have cinematographers, but they did have historians, and two of them, Cornelius Tacitus and Cassius Dio, recorded the events of AD 60 for us in three surviving texts, Tacitus’s The Annals and The Agricola, and Dio’s History, of which only the Annals provides enough detail to recreate the events meaningfully. All were written long after the war, Tacitus in the late-first and early-second centuries, Dio in the late second century, and their sources are unknown, although they undoubtedly included official dispatches, not to mention now-lost memoirs, perhaps even of the Roman com-mander, Suetonius Paulinus himself.

It is also surely worth mentioning, as it so often is, that Tacitus was married to the daughter of Julius Agricola, who had served on Paulinus’s staff during Boudica’s war, and went on to become the governor of Britannia two decades later. Tacitus undoubtedly discussed the event with his father-in-law, although both of his accounts, especially the Annals, were written long after Agricola’s death. As such, both authors are tantalisingly close to the events they describe by using primary sources, but far enough removed that they are confused and contradictory, sometimes clearly fabricated, and shamelessly dramatised for their audience.

But Tacitus and Dio are not our only sources for this war. They are the only written sources. The other great document we possess is the landscape upon which we live, with its hills, lakes and bogs, farmland, building sites, towns and museums. Beneath some of those towns lie the bloody scars that show Boudica once passed that way. The ploughsoil hides the post-holes, ditches and pits of lost villages, towns and forts. Garden soil might yield the coins and pottery that whisper of the ghosts of the soldiers or tribespeople who once shared that ground. Museums hold objects that cry out to be heard, to lend their own stories to this remarkable odyssey.

What I hope to show you is how we can pull together those separate strands – history, archaeology, landscape, conjecture, artefacts, deduction and good old-fashioned imagination – to weave the tapestry of Boudica’s war, and to find that the land upon which she lived, alien, brutal, and sometimes familiar, lies only a few inches beneath your own feet.

This, then, is not a conventional retelling of Boudica’s story, but an unashamedly personal journey through a lost landscape, and an intimate reimagining of events; an experiment in jumping back.

I trust the reader will forgive me for switching between ancient and modern place names with seeming impunity, but I will inevitably discuss the ancient and modern in the same breath, and for our purposes, they are pretty much the same thing, so Camulodunum and Colchester will be fairly interchangeable. Likewise, the use of Wales and Welsh – completely incorrect in an ancient context – are useful locators for the modern reader. Besides, if you can inadvertently refer to London as Londinium without meaning to, you’ll already have one foot firmly planted in Boudica’s Britain. In no time at all you’ll be catching the scent of its smoke on the breeze as well.
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