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PREFACE

I have long been fascinated by the kings and queens who have ruled these British Isles. I don’t mean simply the forty-three from William the Conqueror to our present Elizabeth II, only twelve of whom have ruled a ‘united’ kingdom, but all of them, almost a thousand, stretching back over two thousand years.

Many of them we know little about, yet they all contributed to the development (not all of it beneficial) of these islands, and many of them interweave in a complex and fascinating way. You can picture it almost like the many tributaries of the mighty river Amazon. Hundreds of these small streams and rivulets starting high up in the Andes and other mountainous regions of South America, filter down, combine and gradually create bigger and bigger rivers until they all flow into the Amazon, the greatest river of them all.

So too the many chieftains and petty tribal kings of England, each of whom ruled their territories, fought with others over theirs, gradually merging some territory, perhaps dividing others, but all steadily coming together over a period of some seventeen hundred years until the United Kingdom emerged in the eighteenth century. The British royal family is one of the oldest in the world. Queen Elizabeth II can trace her ancestry back with certainty for fifteen hundred years and with a degree of accuracy another five hundred. Very few of the world’s remaining royal families can do that.

That has been my fascination. Over the years I have gathered data on all of these rulers and, in 1998, I was at last able to bring this together in my book British Monarchs, subsequently issued in paperback as The Mammoth Book of British Kings & Queens. That was a rather mighty tome – all 840 or so tightly printed pages – but it achieved what I wanted to do, capturing all the data available on those thousand kings.

However, the picture is so vast and complex that it helps to have a simpler version, one that tells the story from start to finish without too many diversions and backwaters and tributaries. With the considerable help of Elfreda Powell, this Brief History does just that. You will be able to follow through the story of the many rulers of Britain from the earliest times down to the present day and see how the United Kingdom came about and what part each ruler played.

Today the British monarchy has but a symbolic, ceremonial role, whose crucial power is one of restraint. This, of course, was not always so. Our first kings were absolute rulers and warriors. Over the centuries the concept of kingship has changed drastically, often turbulently, as our warring kingdoms evolved, conquered and eventually coalesced.

Fighting and slaughter were not confined to neighbouring tribes and kingdoms, or to kings and their ambitious relatives, but wave after wave of invaders – Romans, Saxons, Angles, Danes, Vikings, Normans – raided our shores, causing havoc and devastation, until the Normans imposed their strict rule and created order. The main part of this book concentrates on that magnificent procession of strong, weak, benign and bloodthirsty kings and queens whose ambitions, or lack of them, made this kingdom what it is today. The book is also full of charts and lists to help take you through these complex tributaries to the one mighty river of today.

Whether one is a devout royalist or a staunch republican one cannot but be intrigued and fascinated by the process that caused this evolution and by the thousand or so known kings or queens who have ruled part or all of Britain. This book tells that story.

– Mike Ashley
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