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Introduction

The English cannot escape their history. We commute in the shadow of towering cathedrals, and of castles that still dominate skylines. We drive on roads that follow Roman routes. We travel across Victorian bridges and viaducts. We dog-walk by Georgian canals. Every weekend more of us visit stately homes, battlefields and other heritage sites than attend football matches. Heritage is a national hobby. When we go abroad, we absorb – mostly – light-hearted jibes about forts overlooking the beach that were destroyed by the Royal Navy; we are chided for treasures looted. We listen politely as the heroes of our grandparents’ schooling are decried as villains. We fend off questions from people obsessed by our ruling family, invariably described as English despite being drawn as much from Scotland and the Continent as England. We move through a world that speaks our language and plays our sports. There are ‘parliaments’, with ‘speakers’ and ‘political parties’, on every continent. It is entirely natural to stumble across familiar place names in unfamiliar surroundings. Wellington and Marlborough in New Zealand, Chipping Norton, Paddington and Sheffield in Australia and Birmingham, Boston, New York, and of course New England itself in the USA. Magna Carta is displayed with great reverence in Canberra and Washington DC. Prayers are said to the health of the king every Sunday across the globe to the most observant of the over 100 million people who identify as members of the Church of England.

English history is complex. It extends far beyond our current borders; it has no neat end nor a beginning. Today England has a football team but not a nation state. We boast of our parliamentary tradition, yet England is a country with no parliament. It has not existed as a sovereign state for over 300 years, yet it feels alive. Millions of its inhabitants still identify predominantly as English. England’s beginning is diffuse; so too is its end.

There was no champagne smash on the bows of England. No proclamation brought it into existence. It was a generational project, forged in war. A combination of the vision of a few, the luck of battle, a fortuitous run of competent kings (and one particular queen), and demographics. The catastrophic arrival of the Northmen, the seaborn ‘Vikings’ obliterated nearly all the long-standing, loosely English kingdoms. The crushing of the English made way for England. This crisis of the 9th century was an opportunity for the southernmost kingdom, Wessex. After centuries of internecine warfare against Northumbria, East Anglia, Mercia and the other statelets set up by the Saxons, Angles, Jutes and other Germanic peoples following the disintegration of the Roman Empire in the west, Wessex found that it was the only one left standing. Its old rivals had been extinguished by the pagans, their royal families butchered, their holy places sacked and despoiled. Once Wessex had – narrowly – ensured its own survival, its canny monarch, Alfred, switched to the offensive. He knew that the sword was not enough. Some bigger idea was required that could excite the loyalties of Mercians and East Anglians who might otherwise be ambivalent about exchanging the Viking yoke for that of Wessex. So Alfred and his martial heirs – his children Edward and Aethelflaed, and his grandson Athelstan – framed the northern march of Wessex’s spearmen as a national effort of liberation. This was to be a joint enterprise and anyone who shared a language and religion was invited to join, as Englishmen, to forge a new kingdom, England.

England proved durable. It survived a remarkably coherent effort by Britons, Scots and Vikings to strangle it. It overcame an unwillingness by many to subsume themselves in a political project obviously run from the far south of the island. It survived conquest by Scandinavians in the 11th century. Under the Danish king Cnut, England was just part of a vast North Sea empire. Had Cnut’s heirs been of the calibre of Alfred’s, England might have remained cemented into that maritime kingdom, one of the great what-ifs of our history. As it was, his hapless sons proved unequal to that admittedly giant task. England was sufficiently entrenched by the late 11th century to survive another conquest, this time by the Normans, who again bound England into another trans-maritime empire. It took centuries, but slowly the Norman kings, their Plantagenet successors and the wealthy landowning elite gradually came to identify as English, and by the 15th century they were even using English as the language of court. As other European states split, adapted or were defeated or absorbed, England survived. The southern and eastern boundaries were defined by the sea. The northern and western limits were far more ambiguous. The Britons, or Welsh, had been pushed into the peninsula today called Wales, and centuries of warfare were only conclusively resolved with the English conquest of the 13th century and the revolt and reconquest of the early 15th century. To the north, Scotland proved to be as much of an intractable challenge for the English as the region had been for the Romans. Expensive and logistically demanding to conquer, its climate and rugged landscape devoured armies like insects in a fly trap. But unconquered, its warlike lords scoured the northern marches of England. The burnt crops, slaughtered inhabitants, stolen herds, were insults no medieval king could endure. The English lurched from outright conquest to compromise. The rulers of Scotland were sometimes clients, at other times equals; they were occasionally prisoners, but could also be dominant. In the end England and Scotland were fused together, a gradual, uneven process, attended by plenty more violence.

Rather late in the story of England we find one of the foundational texts of Englishness. It is the mission statement for English exceptionalism, penned – obviously – by William Shakespeare, England’s greatest wordsmith. In his play Richard II he puts a speech into the mouth of John of Gaunt, the powerful son of Edward III and father of the usurper Henry IV. John was a slightly odd vessel for this vision. He was born in Ghent, in the Low Countries – then known as Gaunt – to a French mother. He spent much of his time campaigning to assert his father’s claim to the crown of France, while also making time to press his own claim to rule Castile. Yet Shakespeare has him waxing lyrical about England, ‘this other Eden … This fortress built by Nature for herself’. England, he exalts, was a ‘little world’, it was a ‘precious stone set in a silver sea’. Shakespeare was making a very deliberate point about the sufficiency of England, rooted in his own time and certainly not that of John of Gaunt’s 14th century. He was writing at the end of a 500-year period in which the kings of England seemed not at all content with this ‘little world’. They had dragged the flower of English manhood again and again to die on the Continent. They bled out in muddy siege works, they took crossbow bolts to the guts in breaches, they dropped by the wayside on barefoot marches across enemy terrain, all to slake their monarch’s ambition to rule over swathes of France. That effort had failed, decisively, and irreversibly, by the 16th century. Shakespeare’s job was to convince the English that England was enough, an earthly paradise over which even an Alexander would consider himself lucky to rule.

Yet it was evidently not enough. As Shakespeare’s players spoke these words, England was expanding. English adventurers had pivoted to the west. Armies marched across Ireland, enforcing their monarch’s flimsy claim to the Lordship of Ireland. England was locked in an expensive, generational struggle for control and colonisation. Schooled in the savage nursery of Connaught and Ulster, those same adventurers were making the first steps to plant the flag on the shores of North America. John Dee, Elizabeth I’s alchemist, astrologer and adviser, convinced her that she was the heir to Arthur, fated to resurrect his empire. He even coined the phrase ‘British Empire’ while encouraging her with mystic justifications for a new Imperial project. Her refusal to marry and produce an heir, and the accident of inheritance, saw the King of Scotland, James VI, succeed her as James I of England. The vagaries of primogeniture did more for the building of a British Empire than the urgings of Elizabeth’s mystic. James obviously had a vested interest in exalting Britishness. Just as Alfred used the idea of England to win the loyalty of his new subjects towards his expanding kingdom, so James and his successors emphasised Britishness to legitimise their rule. After a turbulent century, Britain was legally voted into existence in Edinburgh and London in the reign of his great-granddaughter, Anne. The debate around identity still rages 300 years on.

In 2023 History Hit teamed up with English Heritage to try to tell England’s complex story. There is no substitute for visiting the places where that history was forged. In this era of satellite maps, digital image searches and endless drone shots, you might assume that you can learn everything about a place from the comfort of your laptop. But when you stand in a Neolithic circle, and watch as the light changes on the stones as a summer dawn gathers strength, or walk through the magnificence of an 18th-century stately home feeling the opulence through every sense, you appreciate them in a visceral way. True understanding lies in the combination of the reading that precedes the visit and the seeing, smelling and touching that physical presence allows. This book is built out of that adventure. It is born from the hundreds of sites that we have visited on our journey to make history fun, instructive and important. You will learn of the earliest human steps taken on these shores. You will chart the coming of bronze and iron. We will take you to places of burial. The places where our ancestors tried to protect themselves from other men with massive ramparts and from the supernatural with sacred enclosures. We will visit the battlefields and fortresses where the great men and women made epochal decisions, and the farms and foundries where the vast majority of us attempted to carve out a corner of the world in which to survive. In the book you will find there are over 40 QR code links to podcasts that will enhance your knowledge of the story of England, as well as more than 40 accompanying descriptions of the remarkable historical sites that helped direct this story.

I am often asked to recommend the best historical sites that I have visited. I can sense that people are looking for exotic descriptions of Maori forts, whaling ghost towns in the Antarctic or jungle-covered pyramids. My answer usually disappoints. My greatest joy is that I have been able to visit so much of my own country. I have seen so many of the places where our own story was forged. I have operated furnaces that still pour molten iron in the birthplace of the Industrial Revolution, I have gazed across the Channel from the roof of Dover Castle, I have walked for miles along Hadrian’s Wall. I have crawled through Bronze Age copper mines and through the roof space of cathedrals. I have rowed on the arterial rivers that make England, the Thames, Trent, Severn and Mersey. I have visited and explored; and in doing so have tried to gain a richer and deeper understanding of England and us English. In the pages that follow, I hope that you will too. Enjoy.

Dan Snow




[image: A sycamore tree is in a gap in Hadrian’s Wall.]
The Sycamore Gap at Hadrian’s Wall

PART ONE

ANCIENT ENGLAND
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The cranium and tusks of a steppe mammoth found at Ilford, Essex

Chapter 1

Palaeolithic to Mesolithic

ONE MILLION YEARS AGO

It’s sometime between 950,000 and 850,000 years ago and a family of early humans are carefully picking their way through the storm-lashed mudflats on what is now England’s east coast. Made up of men, women and children, they’re among the earliest known settlers of England. They’re pioneers who’ve travelled here from the European continent, which is still connected to the British Isles. It’s cold. Much colder than England today. They wear heavy animal skins for warmth. They carry basic tools and weapons for hunting. They keep their eyes peeled for prowling hyenas and other predators. They are hunter-gatherers, travelling light, always on the move.

Roaming the land, they are on the constant lookout for animals to hunt or carcasses to scavenge. The tall pine forest in the distance provides shelter and sanctuary for animals like elk, horses and mammoths. The children pick through the undergrowth as they move, looking for edible roots and vegetation. There aren’t many creature comforts for them.

This was a time of survival. Dramatic changes in climate across the millennia broke apart and reshaped the land. Water and ice contoured the hills and mountains, carving out rivers and coastlines. The inhabitants of this land were forced to adapt or flee, and many of them would vanish altogether.

There may have been as many as ten waves of human occupation in England, where people migrated here only to be forced out again by extreme changes in the environment. But they’ve left fascinating and revealing traces across the landscape, if you know where to look.

PALAEOLITHIC ENGLAND

The evidence for Britain’s prehistoric habitation is mainly scattered thinly through southeastern England. For much of the vast timespan of the Palaeolithic era (the Old Stone Age), which stretches back some three million years, the British Isles was still connected to mainland Europe. At that time the early humans may have found it difficult to cross or get round the vast water barrier of the Ancestral River Thames, which flowed into the North Sea.


LISTEN TO THE
PODCAST
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Stone Age England



Britain was really at the edge of the inhabited world. In modern terms, our human ancestors would be an endangered species, with one estimate being that at this point, some one million years ago, as few as 20,000 individuals were spread across the world. If small groups crossed over the land bridge to Britain, as a few did manage, they would have encountered a heavily forested landscape. If they could navigate this and get round the Ancestral Thames, then the climate would have become increasingly inhospitable.

The British Isles are on the same latitude as Labrador in modern-day Canada. This is a place of frozen seas in the winter, and snow on the ground for months. The Atlantic Gulf Stream warms Britain up, bringing the tropical waters of the Gulf of Mexico into the Atlantic, which leads to ice-free seas and often mild winters. But when the Gulf Stream switches off, as it has done numerous times over the millennia, the temperature drops to what it should be according to latitude – closer to that of modern-day Labrador. So climate determined the story of early humans in Britain.

[image: A map of the locations of prehistoric sites in England. They are Castlerigg Stone Circle, Star Carr, Creswell Crags, Avebury, Stonehenge, the Ridgeway, Maiden Castle, Old Sarum and Boxgrove Sussex.]
There is very little, if anything, in the deep prehistory archaeological record north of the Thames, simply because there were unlikely to have been many people active in northern England or Scotland at all at this time. Indeed, long periods of the archaeological record suggest that the British Isles were completely abandoned for tens of thousands of years on numerous occasions.

Many of the great prehistoric discoveries of England also have something else in common – their proximity to the coast; and the process of erosion over the many thousands of years has resulted in some fantastic finds.


‘If you’re a hunter … being near a lake or river means you’re also going to get opportunities to hunt the animals that are coming to that river to drink or possibly try to cross the river. So humans have always been not too far away from water. There are some people who think that it was very important that it was, in a sense, part of our evolution that we waded in the water. I think that’s unlikely, but I think water was always important to us. There always had to be sources nearby.’

Chris Stringer, Natural History Museum



[image: A map of Doggerland. The United Kingdom and Europe were one single landmass with ice sheets covering much of Scotland in 16,000 BCE. Over time, the ice melted and the coastlines receded, resulting in Ireland, Europe, England and Scotland.]
THE HAPPISBURGH FOOTPRINTS

The story of England, or at least of people living in what is now England, really begins at Happisburgh, Norfolk. The high level of coastal erosion here has proven a rich site for archaeological discovery, dating back to 1820 when fishing nets began dredging up the skeletons of large prehistoric animals.

In the year 2000, a black flint hand-axe was discovered on the beach by a man walking his dog. After studies by archaeologists, it was estimated that the tool dated to between 800,000 and 600,000 years ago, bringing known human presence in England back by at least 200,000 years based upon previous discoveries.

Happisburgh quickly became an important archaeological site, and between 2005 and 2010 a further 80 flint tools dating to the same timespan were found.

In May 2013, after a period of high seas, much of the beach sand beneath an eroded cliff was washed away to reveal ancient estuary mud, and there were some intriguing shapes within – they looked like footprints.

Analysis confirmed the discovery, before the footprints were washed away a couple of weeks later. Radiocarbon dating is useless at Happisburgh, it is only accurate within the last 50,000 years. Instead, analysis of the magnetic signatures in the sediment indicated the prints were made between 780,000 and one million years ago.

We don’t know exactly which species of human they belonged to, but they could be members of the species Homo antecessor, who inhabited parts of Europe, notably northern Spain, in this period. The discovery confirms that humans lived in what is now England to around 900,000 years ago – the oldest evidence that we can point to. They are also the earliest hominid footprints to be found outside of Africa.

Prehistory Timescales




	
Palaeolithic

	
3.3m to 11,700 BCE

	
Humans begin using stone tools




	
Mesolithic

	
11,700–8000 BCE

	
More sophisticated tools with some pottery and textiles




	
Neolithic

	
8000–2000 BCE

	
Humans begin relying on agriculture, building more complex settlements






THE HUNTER-GATHERERS

For the vast majority of the 900,000 years when there was some form of human feet walking on this island, our ancestors were hunter-gatherers. They were also nomadic, moving from place to place in search of food and shelter. A change in the Mesolithic era saw humans move from large groups hunting big animals to smaller-scale hunting and gathering. But even then, they didn’t grow their own crops or domesticate animals – this only occurred from the Neolithic period. Early on, groups would have hunted large animals like mammoths and collected plants. They probably wouldn’t have turned their nose up at a recently dead carcass either. Later on, there is evidence of fishing.

To help them hunt and butcher animals, early humans used very simple stone tools such as hand-axes. From around 400,000 years ago, there is evidence of more sophisticated spear points, and tools to bore into animal skins to make clothing. Bows and arrows were developed in the Neolithic era. The sharp points and heads of these surviving tools are most often shaped from flint. If you break off some flakes from this stone it’s possible to get a sharp cutting edge.

Boxgrove

Some 200 miles to the southwest of the Norfolk coast is the village of Boxgrove, Sussex, and its Eartham Pit quarry. Excavations at the site began in 1982, uncovering hundreds of hand-axe tools, often almond- or teardrop-shaped, tools that were good for butchery. They were found alongside the bones of animals like deer, horses and even rhinoceros, some of which show traces of meat having been cut from them.

While flint and similar rocks were the preferred resource to make tools, and stone survives well over hundreds of thousands of years, our ancestors would have used other materials too, but the archaeological record is scarce. The best-preserved area of the site is the ‘Horse Butchery Site’, named for the fact that a large horse was slaughtered and butchered there approximately 480,000 years ago. In 2020, bone tools created from the skeleton of this animal were identified, making them the earliest known bone tools in the European archaeological record.


THE CLACTON SPEAR

An exceptional artefact was discovered at Clacton in 1911 – the end of a wooden spear made of yew wood, possibly for stabbing into an animal. It dates from 400,000 years ago (around the same time that fire became integral for early humans), making it the oldest working wooden implement ever discovered. The Clacton Spear is on display in the Human Evolution gallery at the Natural History Museum in London.



Homo heidelbergensis

Along with the numerous flint tools and animal bones, the oldest human remains in Britain were found at Boxgrove. But there’s not a huge amount to go on – only a shinbone and a couple of teeth. This was a very big individual, and it was possibly a Homo heidelbergensis – an early human related to Homo erectus and the most recent common ancestor of modern humans and Neanderthals. There’s just not enough of it to be absolutely sure.

Around the same time, there’s evidence that the Neanderthals may have even been beginning their evolution, and it’s possible that the Boxgrove material could be the beginning of the Neanderthal line.

Habitation by Neanderthals is seen more strongly at Swanscombe, on the south side of the River Thames, dating from around 400,000 years ago. Thousands more hand-axe tools have been excavated from the river gravel. So it seems there may have been early Neanderthals living in Britain as long as 400,000 years ago.

Evidence of Early Humans in England




	
Possible Human

	
Evidence

	
Dating

	
Location




	
Homo antecessor

	
Footprints

	
900,000 years

	
Happisburgh, Norfolk




	
Homo heidelbergensis

	
Shinbone and teeth

	
500,000 years

	
Boxgrove, Sussex




	
Neanderthal

	
Skull fragment

	
400,000 years

	
Swanscombe, Kent






THE ANGLIAN GLACIATION

Around 450,000 years ago, there was a severe cold snap and the northern ice sheets rolled over two-thirds of Britain, pushing down to just north of London. This was the Anglian Glaciation. Before this, the River Thames flowed through north Essex, Suffolk and Norfolk and into what is now the southern North Sea near Happisburgh. The vast ice sheet pushed it south, down to its present course through what is now London.

During glacial periods, the climate was similar to present-day northern Siberia’s, and animals such as woolly mammoths, woolly rhinos, reindeer, musk ox, and even possibly polar bears would have roamed the permafrost and tundra. It’s likely that when it got that cold, everyone in Britain either died out or migrated. They could have been here during the summers, but we don’t pick up their presence in the archaeological record.

Fossilised human remains in Britain don’t come back until nearly 230,000 years ago. Several teeth, almost certainly from a Neanderthal, were found in North Wales at a site called Pontnewydd.

THE FORMATON OF THE ENGLISH CHANNEL

The Anglian Glaciation covered East Anglia, but a huge glacial lake built up on the east side of the British Isles. If we picture the White Cliffs of Dover today, then that chalk extended in a huge ridge, the Weald–Artois Anticline, across to France and Belgium. When the glaciers retreated, the lake overflowed and cut through the chalk and waterfalls began to fill the basin of the English Channel.

This process was repeated over hundreds of thousands of years with glacial freezing and thawing, the sea levels rising and falling, each time eroding the Channel until around 125,000 years ago, when the land bridge finally disappeared, the English Channel was here to stay.

Britain as an Island

There is no evidence of humans occupying Britain when it first became an island. Indeed, the whole landmass was abandoned from around 180,000–60,000 years ago, probably due to the harsh climate. 125,000 years ago, sea levels rose to the point where certain low-lying parts of England such as the Wash were submerged; it would have been even warmer than today’s climate.

[image: A map of Britain between the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic periods. The early Pleistocene coastline connected Britain with Europe. Over time, the coastlines receded, resulting in the land area today. Over 800,000 years ago, the River Thames flowed more to the northeast.]
The bones of rhinos and elephants have been found under buildings at Trafalgar Square, and hippos were swimming in the River Thames. This would have been a warm and bountiful time for humans in southern England, but they missed out – the English Channel probably formed so quickly that they couldn’t cross from Europe.

The Big Beasts of London

Some of the prehistoric animals that lived along the River Thames during the Palaeolithic:




	
Animal

	
Found at

	
Dating From




	
Woolly Mammoth

	
Ilford

	
200,000 BCE




	
Hippopotamus

	
West End

	
130,000–110,000 BCE




	
Rhinoceros

	
Old Bailey

	
60,000–24,000 BCE






RETURN OF THE NEANDERTHALS

Neanderthals (Homo neanderthalensis) are a hominid species whose evolutionary line split from that of modern humans. The earliest modern human (Homo sapiens) remains date back around 300,000 years since a 2017 discovery in a Moroccan mine. So we know that the line split at least 300,000 years ago, and possibly as far back as 800,000 years ago.

Neanderthals had a slightly more robust build than modern humans but shared many elements of human behaviour. The old view of these ‘cavemen’ was that they were unsophisticated and brutish, but they created tools, made simple clothing and were likely capable of some speech.

Neanderthals could have lived in England as far back as 400,000 years ago, but they made a limited return around 60,000 years ago, when sea levels dropped once again and a marshy land bridge known as Doggerland stretched from eastern England to what is now the Netherlands.

There were mammoths in Norfolk 60,000 years ago, and Neanderthals were probably hunting or scavenging dead mammoths at Lynford. The evidence left behind is through little hand-axe tools, which we assume were made by Neanderthals and were often found inside mammoth skeletons.

Enter Homo sapiens

It’s most likely that our Homo sapiens lineage evolved in Africa over hundreds of thousands of years, and the oldest evidence we have for them reaching Britain is a piece of jawbone from Kents Cavern in Devon, discovered in 1927, which dates to just over 40,000 years old.

Modern humans may have arrived in England earlier, but the Neanderthals seem to have been dominant for most of the time before that. Then there was a period when we know the Neanderthals were being replaced by Homo sapiens in Europe, with a bit of interbreeding.

A set of teeth from a cave site in Jersey – La Cotte de St Brelade – gives us some clues. There were Neanderthals living in these caves around 45,000 years ago. But upon re-studying the teeth, archaeologists found that they actually showed mixed features of Neanderthals and Homo sapiens. So that might be evidence of a population with part Neanderthal and part Homo sapiens heritage.

About 2% of Homo sapiens DNA is from Neanderthals. So even though Neanderthals physically disappeared from England and the rest of Europe, a bit of them lives on in us. For the earlier species, such as Homo antecessor, there isn’t evidence as to whether similar interbreeding was possible or not. By about 40,000 years ago Neanderthals had disappeared, and in Britain Homo sapiens became the only human species left.

MODERN HUMANS

Modern humans had more sophisticated tool-kits. Bone, antler and ivory tools, which are more difficult to work, became commonplace. With these tools came better clothing, so they could stand the cold better than Neanderthals. They also began to develop their culture through artwork. The best evidence for this in England is in the cave engravings of Creswell Crags, straddling the border of Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire, made about 15,000 years ago. There have also been musical instruments found, such as bone flutes, which have been replicated and played beautifully.


LISTEN TO THE
PODCAST

[image: image]
Ice Age Britain



The estimated date of the Creswell Crag engravings coincides with the resettlement of Britain. Around 25,000 years ago, another glacial expansion forced humans out of Britain – the last Ice Age. When the Earth warmed up around 15,000 years ago, humans returned, and have remained here ever since. Then, from around 12,000 years ago, Homo sapiens began to adapt from a nomadic hunter-gatherer lifestyle into more settled farming communities through the Mesolithic era, and into the Neolithic.
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