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The last Ice Age, which came to an end about 12,000 years ago, swept the bands of hunter
gatherers from the face of the land that was to become Britain and Ireland, but as the ice sheets
retreated and the climate improved so human groups spread slowly northwards, re-colonizing
the land that had been laid waste. From that time onwards Britain and Ireland have been
continuously inhabited and the resident population has increased from a few hundreds to more
than 60million.Britain Begins is nothing less than the story of the origins of the British and the
Irish peoples, from around 10,000BC to the eve of the Norman Conquest. Using the most up to
date archaeological evidence together with new work on DNA and other scientific techniques
which help us to trace the origins and movements of these early settlers, Barry Cunliffe offers a
rich narrative account of the first islanders - who they were, where they came from, and how they
interacted one withanother. Underlying this narrative throughout is the story of the sea, which
allowed the islanders and their continental neighbours to be in constant contact.The story told
by the archaeological evidence, in later periods augmented by historical texts, satisfies our need
to know who we are and where we come from. But before the development of the discipline of
archaeology, people used what scraps there were, gleaned from Biblical and classical texts, to
create a largely mythological origin for the British. Britain Begins also explores the development
of these early myths, which show our ancestors attempting to understand their origins. And,as
Cunliffe shows, today's archaeologists are driven by the same desire to understand the past -
the only real difference is that we have vastly more evidence to work with.
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of the human condition that we feel the need to visualize a past. The enormous popularity of
family history is a reflection of this. Centuries ago, before parish records, census returns, and
computerized databases, it was the family Bible, passed from one generation to the next,
accreting the family names as it travelled through time, that served as a record of the passing
generations. For those who could afford it, family tombs provided a more visible way of
proclaiming ancestry. Go back even further, into the early second millennium BC, and the time-
marks recording the generations were visible for all to see in the sinuous rows of tumuli standing
sombre against the skyline. An elder at the time would have been able to use the different
shapes, sizes, and positions of these burial mounds to instruct the young about the succession
of tribal ancestors and their heroic deeds.We root ourselves in ancestors and we are curious
about our origins. So it has always been. If hard information is lacking, imagination takes over
and myths are created. All societies relish a good origin myth. For the early Greeks living
between mountains and the Aegean like ‘frogs around a pond’, Ocean featured large in their
imaginings. One particularly satisfying myth presented the beginning of the world in terms of the
coupling of Thetis, goddess of freshwater rivers, with the salty Oceanus. From their union all
things flowed. The barbarian Celts had different ideas. They believed they were descended from
Father Dis (Dis Pater), a god of the dead who resided in the west, where the sun set. In the Irish
tradition he is Donn, ‘the Dark One’, who lives on a rocky island off the south-west coast of
Ireland, where all his descendants are made welcome when they die. For the Christians, whose
early myths were those of desert peoples, perfection and happiness lay in a lush, well-watered
garden—so it was that the imagery of the Garden of Eden became the dominant myth.Origin
myths are the product of lively imaginations vividly conscious of the world around them but
unrestrained by anything as dull as reality. Passed down from generation to generation, they



provide reassurance—fixed points in the flux and seeming chaos of everyday life—offering
values and constraints to guide moral behaviour. But they also have a flexibility in the retelling,
shifting shape as society changes and becoming more sophisticated in emphasis the better to
serve the political imperatives of the changing times.As knowledge increases, and accurate
observation of the real world takes hold, a dialogue begins and confrontation inevitably results.
Old myths recede and new myths are created embracing the new-found evidence. These in turn
are modified and replaced as more data become available, and so the process begins to take on
the mantle of scientific investigation, with observations leading to hypotheses that can be tested,
to be accepted, modified, or rejected. In this way we progress from myth towards an
understanding of the past as it really was. But the emphasis here must be on the word ‘towards’
since our vision of the past is always changing. The cherished beliefs of today, so painstakingly
constructed and rigorously checked, will inevitably have to be modified tomorrow.This book
attempts to do two things: first, to give an account of how past writers have tried to understand
the peoples of these islands and where they have come from, and then to offer a narrative of the
first 12,000 years or so of the British and Irish based on current understandings. Any such
narrative must, of course, be highly selective. This is not an archaeology of early Britain and
Ireland. Others have given excellent up-to-date accounts, and no doubt more will follow in the
years to come, attempting to keep up with the increasing flood of new data. The detritus of the
past is eternally fascinating (and I have spent long years digging it up and trying to make some
sense of it). But in this narrative the artefacts and, to some extent, the monuments are made to
recede into the background so that we can better focus on the people who fashioned and used
them. These people were driven by their inner chemistry to behave in particular ways: they were
inquisitive, acquisitive, and aggressive, and they created behavioural systems to maintain an
equilibrium, albeit unstable, so that different societies could live in comparative harmony. They
were also conditioned by the environment in which they lived—an archipelago of islands
dominated by the sea on the fringes of the European continent. The restless nature of
humankind and the ever-present sea created a population for which mobility was a defining
characteristic. Mobility, connectivity, and the sea are the themes that thread through this
narrative.An archaeologist writing of the past must be constantly aware that the past is, in truth,
unknowable. The best we can do is to offer approximations based on the fragments of hard
evidence that we have to hand, ever conscious that we are interpreters. Like the myth-makers of
the distant past, we are creating stories about our origins and ancestors conditioned by the
world in which we live.For an archaeologist these are exciting times. The amount of new data
coming daily from excavations is huge, while the analytical techniques used to study them are
constantly being improved. Add to this stable isotope studies of human remains and input from
geneticists and our understanding of the human past changes exponentially. What is offered
here is a single perspective crystallized at a particular moment—next year the story will have
changed. Herein lies the excitement of the subject.B.C.OxfordDecember 2011CONTENTSList
of Abbreviations of Classical Works1 In the Beginning: Myths and Ancestors2 Britain Emerges:



The Stage Is Set3 Interlude: Enter the Actors4 Settlement Begins, 10,000–4200 BC5 New
People, New Ideas, 4200–3000 BC6 Mobilizing Materials: A New Connectivity, 3000–1500 BC7
Interlude: Talking to Each Other8 The Productive Land in the Age of Warriors, 1500–800 BC9
Episodes of Conflict, 800–60 BC10 Interlude: Approaching the Gods11 Integration: The Roman
Episode, 60 BC–AD 35012 ‘Its Red and Savage Tongue’, AD 350–65013 The Age of the
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Historia1In the BeginningMYTHS AND ANCESTORSTO the early classical authors trying to
conceptualize the fringes of the world from the comforts of the Mediterranean, the distant
offshore islands of Britain were places of mystery and of promise. Set far out into the
surrounding ocean, they were liminal places—places where normal rules held no sway, places
where anything could happen.By the fifth century BC rumours of the far west had begun to
circulate in the Mediterranean. The Greek historian Herodotus, writing at this time, had heard tell
of Atlantic islands known as the Cassiterides where the all-important tin was to be had. But
Herodotus was a careful scholar and felt bound to tell us that he had no supporting evidence—it
was merely hearsay that he was reporting. Yet the stories persisted and it became widely held
that the Cassiterides were part of the Britannic Isles. Such a view may well have lain behind the
Roman belief that Britain was rich in metals and was thus worthy of conquest. But in the popular
imagination Britain was always seen as a place of mysteries—of mists with creatures half-man
and half-beast emerging from the gloom to strike fear into the hearts of civilized beings. To Julius
Caesar, who had spent some months on the main island, it was the place where Druidism was
believed to have originated, and he advised that those who wanted to study the religion should
make a journey to seek out the ancient wisdoms of the isles.Caesar’s brief expeditions to the
south-east of Britain in 55 and 54 BC, and the conquest initiated in AD 43 by Claudius, brought
Britain firmly into the realms of the known world. The indigenous people could be observed first
hand, their customs described, and their origins speculated about. The Roman historian
Cornelius Tacitus, writing at the end of the first century AD, had the great advantage that his
father-in-law, Julius Agricola, had served in Britain in the early 60s and had been governor of the
island from AD 78 to AD 84, during which time he had campaigned widely in the north, his
troops exploring as far into the unknown as the Orkney Islands. Tacitus was, no doubt, well
informed by the retired governor when he came to write his famous book Agricola, and gave a
glowing account of the general’s activities in the island.Early on in his narrative Tacitus presents
an account of the land and the people, prefacing it, a little immodestly perhaps, ‘Where my
predecessors relied on graces and style to make their guesswork sound attractive, I shall offer
ascertained fact.’ In a brief introduction to the nature of the island, he shows a fascination with
the ocean: ‘nowhere does the sea hold wider sway: it carries to and fro in its motion a mass of
tidal currents and in its ebb and flow it does not stop at the coast but penetrates deep
inland’ (Agricola 10). He then moves on to consider the local population: ‘Who the first



inhabitants of Britain were, whether natives or immigrants, is open to question: one must
remember we are dealing with barbarians.’ After this brilliant one-liner so typical of the man he
cannot resist offering a few speculations of his own:But their physical characteristics vary, and
the variation is suggestive. The reddish hair and large limbs of the Caledonians proclaim a
German origin; the swarthy faces of the Silures, the tendency of the hair to curl and the fact that
Spain lies opposite, all lead one to believe that Spaniards crossed in ancient times and occupied
that part of the country. The people nearest to the Gauls likewise resemble them. It may be that
they still show the effect of a common origin; or perhaps it is climatic conditions that have
produced this physical type in lands that converge so closely from north to south. On the whole,
however, it seems likely that Gauls settled on the island lying so close to their shores. In both
countries you find the same ritual and religious beliefs. There is no great difference in their
language …(Agricola 11)It is a remarkable piece of writing, rigorous in its presentation but full of
insights. Here he is putting forward hypotheses based on observation and in doing so is
providing a vision that was to be reiterated from time to time until the nineteenth century. Yet after
this burst of objectivity he cannot resist the temptation to moralize, ending the paragraph with a
comparison of the hardy, spirited Britons and the neighbouring Gauls, for many generations
under Roman rule, ‘enervated by protracted peace’. The idea of the noble savage and the
decadent Roman world is never far from his critical gaze.Ninety years before Claudius set in
train the conquest of the island, Caesar had made two brief incursions into the south-east of the
country, fighting his way through Kent and into Essex and Hertfordshire, accepting the
submission of a number of local tribes as he went. His war commentaries Bellum Gallicum (‘The
Gallic War’) are enlivened with brief accounts of the peoples he encountered. He is less
concerned with origins than Tacitus but offers one piece of information:The interior of Britain is
inhabited by people who claim, on the strength of their own tradition, to be indigenous. The
coastal areas are inhabited by invaders who crossed from Belgium for the sake of plunder and
then, when the fighting was over, settled there and began to work the land; these people have
almost all kept the names of the tribes from which they originated. The population is extremely
large.(B Gall. 5.12)After describing the shape and size of the island, Caesar goes on to say that
the most civilized of the Britons live in Kent and follow a lifestyle much like that of the Gauls,
adding thatAll the Britons dye their bodies with woad, which produces a blue colour and gives
them a wild appearance in battle. They wear their hair long; every other part of their body, except
for the upper lip, they shave.(B Gall. 5.14)This single account was avidly seized upon by
commentators in the sixteenth century, at a time when the ancient Britons were coming in for
renewed attention, to provide the first visual representations of imagined Britons (p. 16).Much of
what Caesar and Tacitus had to say of the Britons was based on contemporary observation, in
Caesar’s case first hand, but the classical world already had some knowledge of these remote
offshore islands. The earliest account comes from an ancient source quoted in the Ora Maritima
(‘Sea-Coasts’), a Roman poem of the fourth century AD which, in rather florid language,
describes the sea-route from Massalia (Marseille) along the coast of Iberia and through the



Strait of Gibraltar into the Atlantic seaways. The individual sources used in the poem are not
properly attributed, but some scholars believe that the author, Avienus, made use of a Greek
periplus (a navigation manual) from as early as the sixth century BC. There is much confusion
and contortion in the way that the sources are spliced together, but the line relevant to our
discussion is clear enough: ‘There is a two-day journey for a ship to the Holy Island—thus the
ancients called it. This island, large in extent of the land, lies between the waves. The race of the
Hierni inhabits it far and wide. Again, the island of the Albiones lies near …’ (Ora Maritima, line
108). The name Holy Island is probably the creation of a scribe confusing the native name of
Ireland, Hiweros, with the Greek hieros, meaning ‘sacred’. In the Celtic language ‘Iweros’ means
the ‘fat’, or fertile, land. The neighbouring island of Albion, in the context used here, is Britain.
Why Britain has two names is explained by the Elder Pliny in the first century BC when he refers
to ‘Britannia Island, famed in Greek and in our own records … Albion was its own name when all
were called the Britannias.’ The implication would seem to be that Pliny knew the whole cluster
of islands as the Britannias, while the main island was known by the locals as Albion: he writes in
the past tense, suggesting that the name was ancient.While Avienus certainly made use of an
ancient periplus to describe the journey from Massalia to the Tagus estuary, it remains a
possibility that the more northerly references to Britain and Ireland come from another source.
One contender for this is the work of the Greek explorer Pytheas, who about 320 BC journeyed
overland from his native Massalia to the Atlantic and then by sea northward to Armorica
(Brittany) and to Britain, which he appears to have circumnavigated before returning home to
record his observations in a written text, On the Ocean. The book no longer survives, but it was
widely read at the time and was used by later writers as a source for their own accounts of the
Outer Ocean and its peoples.It is quite probable that the description of Britain given by the
Greek writer Diodorus Siculus in the first century BC derives wholly or largely from Pytheas.
What is of particular interest is that he calls the island ‘Pretannia’ (Greek ‘Prettanikē’), that is ‘the
island of the Pretani, or Priteni’. ‘Pretani’ is a Celtic word that probably means ‘the painted ones’
or ‘the tattooed folk’, referring to body decoration—a reminder of Caesar’s observations of woad-
painted barbarians. In all probability the word ‘Pretani’ is an ethnonym (the name by which the
people knew themselves), but it remains an outside possibility that it was their continental
neighbours who described them thus to the Greek explorers.If we are correct in ascribing the
information in Diodorus’ description to Pytheas, then the inhabitants of Albion were known as
Pretani as early as the fourth century BC. The name Pretannia features in the writings of Strabo
at the beginning of the first century AD, but now the alternative spelling ‘Britannia’ makes an
appearance as well. It was as Britannia that the island was known to the Romans throughout the
period of occupation, and so it has remained. The P-spelling, however, continued in parts of
Celtic-speaking Britain, appearing in the name Picti, used for the indigenous people north of the
Antonine Wall. The Celtic spelling is still used in Welsh, where the name for Britain is
Prydain.After the period of initial contact in the first century AD, the classical authors paid little
attention to the ethnicity of the British other than mentioning, with evident distaste, the behaviour



of some of the remote tribes they encountered in the north—the indigenous Picti, or the Scotti
and Attacotti who came as raiders from Ireland. After all, the bulk of the population had settled
down as Roman subjects and citizens; the rest were simply barbarians.A View from WithinWith
the spread of Christianity, with its own very explicit set of origin myths, the educated elite of
Britain needed to exercise an imaginative agility to blend the traditions surrounding their own
origins with the biblical stories of the Creation and the Flood. In Genesis the Bible presented a
strong narrative, complete with vividly drawn characters, covering the first chapter of human
existence up to the time of the Flood. The precise ages given for the leading individual enabled
the numerate clergy to calculate that this—the First Age of the World, as they called it—lasted
2,242 years. With the Flood the population was reduced to Noah and his family, and so the
Second Age began. Noah, we are told, had three sons, who, after the waters had subsided, set
out with their wives to populate the world, Shem to Asia, Ham to Africa, and Japheth to Europe.
Leaving aside the slight difficulties of how all this was achieved, the story had a comforting
simplicity and provided a vivid first act for the history of the world, its authority guaranteed. All
that the British scholars had to do was to link Japheth with their own local origin myth.The other
good story that was widely known among the educated classes was the saga of the Trojan War
and the flight of Aeneas to the west. In the story told by Virgil, Aeneas, son of Anchises and the
goddess Venus, fled from the flames of Troy and, after a brief dalliance in Carthage, landed on
the Italian coast in Latinum, where he married the king’s daughter Lavinia and founded the town
of Lavinium. Several generations later, after the paternal intervention of the god Mars, the twins
Romulus and Remus were born. An act of fratricide left Romulus triumphant and he proceeded
to found Rome. The legend, redolent with love, rape, treachery, and murder, appealed to the
Roman audience, the more so after it was retold in the elegant verses of Virgil. It provided Rome
with a ‘history’ rooted deep in the classical tradition, legitimizing Rome’s claim to world
leadership. Moreover, it was a history told in human terms with which it was easy for the citizen
in the street to empathize.For the Christian clergy who emerged as the intellectual elite in Britain
after the collapse of Roman rule early in the fifth century, the challenge was to create a historical
narrative that brought local beliefs about the origin of the British into line with the biblical tradition
while at the same time endowing British history with a nobility that could compete with other
emerging European states. An added challenge was to build into that history the events of the
recent past that had seen the Picti of the far north join with the Scotti of Ireland in a series of
raids on the province of Britannia in the late fourth century. Later, in the fifth century, Germanic
peoples from the Continent had crossed the North Sea to settle in the south of the island, while
the Scotti had begun to extend into the north-west of the island—the region that later became
known as Scotland. To a historian looking back on these two centuries the mobility of
populations was an ever-present reality: it provided a model for constructing a more distant
past.Two Christian scholars rose to the occasion: Bede, whose famous Ecclesiastical History of
the English People (Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum) was completed in AD 731, and
Nennius, who created a compendium of texts relating to British history around AD 800 or soon



after. The two works could not have been more different.Bede had been sent by his parents at
the age of 7 to the monastery of St Peter at Wearmouth in Northumbria, later transferring to the
monastery of St Paul at Jarrow, where he spent the rest of his life in devotion and scholarship.
His History was, as its full title implies, focused on the English Church, but the story is framed
within the broader narrative of English history, written in a clear and vigorous style, colourful in its
detail. On the origins of the British he is all too brief. There are presently, he says, four nations
living on the island, English, British, Scots, and Picts. The indigenous people were the Britons,
‘who, according to tradition, crossed into Britain from Armorica’. Later, Picti from Scythia
(probably meaning north-western Europe) sailed first to Ireland and then were directed by the
locals to continue to Britain to settle in the north of the island. Later still, the Scotti from northern
Ireland settled in the western parts of northern Britain; and finally the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes
from across the North Sea colonized the south of the country. What is remarkable in Bede’s neat
and succinct narrative is that there is no attempt to engage with origin myths. He is content to
present a brief overview, largely free from speculation, and then move on to firmer ground.The
work of Nennius, Historia Brittonum, written in the early ninth century, was a more eclectic
composition. Nennius was a Welsh monk working in north Wales. His method was highly
original. Instead of attempting to compose a continuous narrative, he presented a compilation of
extracts culled from all the sources at his disposal: in his own words, ‘I have … made a heap of
all that I have found, both from the Annals of the Romans and from the Chronicles of the Holy
Fathers and from the writings of the Irish and the English, and out of the tradition of our elders.’
These extracts are laid out in broadly defined themes, allowing us to compare the different
sources and to see for the first time the early Christian scholars grappling with the problem of
British origins.Three traditions are presented. The first is the Roman tradition, which begins with
Aeneas fleeing from Troy. The novel element introduced here is the creation of a new character,
Britto, a grandson to Aeneas, who accidentally killed his father and was driven from Italy. After
spending time in Gaul, he eventually came to Britain, which was of course named after him, and
‘filled it with his race’. By this neat addition, the British are provided with a respectable pedigree
equal to that of the Romans themselves.The second tradition is more elaborate. It comes, says
Nennius, ‘from old books of our elders’. It begins with Alanus ‘of the race of Japheth’, who was
the first man to enter Europe. He had three sons, who between them produced twelve sons,
each of whom founded one of the nations of Europe. One of these sons was Britto. Thus, in this
pleasingly simple model, the British can be traced back directly to Noah and then to Adam.The
third tradition is an elaboration offering a direct line of descent from Japheth, through Aeneas, to
a new character, Brutus, the founder of the British nation. This ingenious conflation, no doubt the
product of the lively imagination of an unnamed British cleric, offers all things to all men: the
British are now firmly placed in the European family that springs from Noah while being of the
same stock as the founder of Rome and thus directly connected to a major event in world
history, the fall of Troy. The tradition of Brutus as the father of the British people was compellingly
satisfying. It was a story that was to be told and retold with many embellishments for almost a



millennium. Even as late as the sixteenth century, as we shall see, it was still being vigorously
championed, though in an academic world becoming increasingly sceptical. We shall return to
Brutus again in a moment.Nennius also had access to several traditions relating to the peopling
of Ireland. The most extensive tells of repeated incursions from Spain. The first group was wiped
out by plague. The second remained many years but eventually returned home. Of the third
group, after various mishaps, only one ship-load survived and it was their descendants who
peopled the island. A separate tradition—ascribed by Nennius specifically to Irish scholars—
traces the ancestry of the Spaniards who came to Ireland back to the Egyptians. A helpful gloss
added by a later scribe reminds the reader that ‘there is … nothing certain about the history of
the origins of the Irish’. Clearly, he was not impressed by what he was copying!The ‘Irish
scholars’ whom Nennius mentions would have had at their disposal oral traditions of some
antiquity, dating from long before the Christian era. These they would have transcribed and
edited, making them fit for a Christian readership. The earliest extant text is the Lebor Gabála
Érenn, or Book of Invasions of Ireland, compiled in the eleventh century from a collection of
earlier poems of the kind that would have been available to Nennius. The result is a confusing
confection of myths, traditions, and inventions, wildly anachronistic but designed to give comfort
and reassurance by linking Irish origins to the biblical story, so distancing it from its pagan reality.
Simply summarized, Ireland was believed to have been colonized in a series of invasions by the
descendants of Japheth. ‘From Magog, son of Japheth are descended the people who came to
Ireland before the Gaels.’ And thus they are listed: Partholón, Nemed, and Nemed’s descendants
—‘Gáileóin and Fir Domnann and Fir Bolg and Tuatha de Danann’. The Fir Bolg were defeated
and driven into the west by the Tuatha de Danann (‘the People of the Goddess Danu’). Then
come the sons of Míl from Spain, whose descendants the Gaels thereafter became the
dominant race on the island.The recurring reference to Spain as the origin of the Irish invaders
may simply be a mistaken belief on the part of the monks who composed the text that the Latin
name for Ireland, Hibernia, was derived from ‘Iberia’. However, given the archaeological
evidence, which demonstrates long-term contacts along the Atlantic seaways in the prehistoric
period, it may just be that the early oral traditions used by the monks preserved echoes of folk
memories going back far in time. While folk traditions cannot be taken as evidence for past
events, they should not be dismissed as entirely irrelevant.The Story of Brutus RetoldThe
sketchy story of Brutus and his journey to Britain continued to be told, but it was bereft of detail
and a yawning gap remained in the history of the country from the arrival of Brutus until the
classical sources began to take up the narrative around the time of Julius Caesar’s intervention.
When Henry of Huntingdon wrote his history of Britain in the early twelfth century, he could find
nothing about the early inhabitants and was forced to begin this story with the Romans. Imagine,
then, the surprise and delight of the small educated elite when, around 1135, a cleric living in
Oxford published a complete history of the British ruling dynasty from Brutus, grandson of
Aeneas, to Cadwallader, the last historically attested British king, who abandoned Britain to the
Saxons in the seventh century. The cleric was Geoffrey of Monmouth and his book, Historia



Regnum Britanniae (translated as History of the Kings of Britain).Geoffrey was of Welsh birth
and may have come from Caerleon-on-Usk, which he refers to frequently and evidently knew
well. By the 1120s he was resident in Oxford, quite possibly serving as a canon at the secular
college of St George, run by Augustinian canons on the island of Osney just west of the city. It
was here that he wrote his Historia. Later, in 1151, he became bishop elect of St Asaph in
Flintshire, though he seems not to have taken up residence, spending his last four years in
London, where he died in 1155.Historia Regnum Britanniae is a detailed account of British
‘history’ packed with stories that had never before been heard. How did Geoffrey learn all of
this? His answer was simply that his friend Walter, the archdeacon of Oxford, gave him ‘a certain
very ancient book written in the British language’ which he had brought from ‘outside the
country’ (ex Britannia). Geoffrey claims that he translated this text into straightforward Latin,
making a précis of it and adding sections of his own, to create the Historia. Where the ancient
book is supposed to have come from is not entirely clear. While it could have been Wales,
Brittany is a more likely place of origin. But the outstanding, and unanswerable, question is, did
such a book ever exist? There is no trace of it either physically or as a source used by others. It
could be, as many have suggested, that Geoffrey simply made up the entire history,
embroidering around the tales and speculations contained in texts such as Gildas and Nennius
(sources which he did have to hand) a complete fabrication of his own. That said, there will
always be the sneaking possibility that an old Breton text really did sit on Geoffrey’s desk as he
wrote—we shall never know for sure.Geoffrey was not without his critics. The great Welsh
historian Giraldus Cambrensis (1146–1220), although he wanted to believe the British history,
wondered why there was no corroboration from other sources. William of Newburgh, writing
about 1190 in his Historia Rerum Anglicarum, was more forthright: ‘It is quite clear that
everything this man wrote about Arthur and his successors, or indeed about his predecessors
from Vortigern onwards, was made up, partly by himself and partly by others either from an
inordinate love of lying or for the sake of pleasing the Britons.’ But these were lone voices.
Geoffrey’s Historia conveniently filled a great gap in British history. It told stories about times past
that were vivid and compelling, and it provided a continuous narrative peopled with characters
that were both human in their behaviour and noble in their aspirations—characters one could be
proud to claim as ancestors. In other words, Geoffrey had provided a British history that
everyone wanted to believe in. It is hardly surprising that the Historia was still being championed
400 years later.Geoffrey begins with a greatly embellished version of the Brutus myth, already
outlined 300 years earlier by Nennius. After spending time in Gaul sacking Aquitaine and fighting
a major battle at Tours, Brutus decides to sail to the island of Albion, eventually landing at Totnes
at the time when Eli was high priest (c.1170 BC). He found the island uninhabited ‘except for a
few giants’. ‘Brutus then called the island Britain from his own name, and his companions he
called Britons … A little later the language of the people, which had up to then been known as
Trojan or Crooked Greek, was called British …’. After killing all the giants Brutus divided up his
kingdom and built his capital, Troia Nova, on the River Thames. This soon became known as



Trinovantum but was later renamed Kaerlud by King Lud: thus it became London.And so the
story continues with a succession of kings and other colourful characters: Bladud, who built
Bath; King Lear and his three daughters; Brennus, who campaigned through Gaul and besieged
Rome; and King Lud and his brother Cassivellaunus, bringing us up to the time of the invasion of
Julius Caesar. The Roman interlude is covered in some detail, mentioning a number of real
historical figures, before the narrative returns again to a more shadowy pseudo-history with King
Coel of Colchester.The coming of the Saxons and the British resistance provide the structure of
the latter part of the book, featuring the story of King Arthur, told in extravagant and loving detail.
The story ends with the Britons being driven into Wales, some fleeing across the seas to
Armorica (which becomes Brittany). The Saxons take possession of much of the island, but a
mysterious voice tells Cadwallader, the last of the British kings, that one day the Britons will
return to reclaim their lost kingdom.It is evident that, leaving aside the ‘very ancient book’,
Geoffrey had access to a wide range of sources. His Roman episodes are informed by a number
of classical texts, while for the post-Roman period he was heavily reliant on Gildas, Bede, and
Nennius, but even in these sections there is much in his extended presentation that is original
and must have come either from sources now lost or from his own creative imagination. For the
pre-Roman period he uses the sketch of the Brutus story provided by Nennius, again filling out
the narrative, but the succession of personalities and events covering the thousand years
between Brutus and Cassivellaunus (who appears in Caesar’s Commentaries) is entirely novel.
Again we are forced back to the question, how much did he invent? For our purposes it does not
much matter. What is important is that in the early twelfth century Britain had been provided with
a highly readable, even racy, narrative ‘history’. It was a strong story, vividly told, with comforting
authority and assurance. Britain now had a noble past—a past which the emerging nation would
find inspiring. The popularity of the Historia is reflected in the fact that nearly 200 manuscript
copies survive today.1.1 An illustrated manuscript of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s book History of the
Kings of Britain showing Brutus the founder of the British setting sail for the islandThe Historia
was more than just a good story—it was a text that had a strong emotional and political appeal.
King Arthur had battled to protect the Britons of Britain and Brittany from oppression and had
promised to return to save them. It was hardly surprising, then, that the Bretons should
successfully petition that the heir to the Angevin empire, Henry II’s grandson, should be called
Arthur. Enthusiasm for the Arthurian romance grew apace. A few years later what were claimed
to be the bodies of Arthur and Guinevere were exhumed at Glastonbury and Richard I could
present what purported to be Arthur’s sword, Excalibur, to Tancred of Sicily. Throughout the
Middle Ages the Historia Regnum Britanniae continued to be regarded as a standard work of
reference even though doubts were occasionally expressed about the earlier sections. John
Rous, writing in the early fifteenth century, felt the need for an explanation of how there could
have been giants in Albion before the arrival of Brutus, but, at about the same time, John
Whethamstede, abbot of St Albans, rejected the story of Brutus altogether. Whethamstede’s
criticisms were probably shared by a growing number of scholars, but the accession of Henry



Tudor to the British throne in 1485 gave the Historia a new lease of life. Henry was a Welshman
and, as his supporters were keen to point out, his ‘conquest’ of England fulfilled the prophecy
made to the last king of the Britons, Cadwallader, that his successor would once again rule the
whole of Britain. A year after the battle of Bosworth (1485) the new king, Henry VII, named his
son and heir Arthur, much to the delight of the Welsh.The popularity of the Historia among the
Tudors and their supporters made scholars think twice about offering criticism of its validity.
Indeed, some decided to embellish the story still further. One such was Hector Boece (Boethius;
1465–1536), a Scotsman whose Scotorum Historiae a Prima Gentis Origine was published in
1527. His contribution was to introduce Scota, daughter of a pharaoh and a Greek prince, as the
founder of the Scots, expanding on a story recorded by Nennius. He also revised the exploits of
Arthur to the benefit of the Scots. But it was the Englishman John Bale (1495–1563), bishop of
Ossory, who was to offer the most far-reaching amplification of Geoffrey’s work in his book
Illustrium Maioris Britanniae, published in 1548. While accepting the Brutus story and what
followed, Bale was concerned to give Britain a pre-Brutus history, which he did by constructing
two family trees, beginning with Noah. The first began with Noah’s son Japheth, whose son
Samothes became the first king of the Gauls and of Britain a thousand years before Brutus. It
was the successors of Samothes who were responsible for introducing a range of skills into the
island: astronomy, political science, urban design, philosophy, Druidism, music, and poetry. A
second, and separate, dynasty sprang from Noah’s evil son, Ham: it included Osiris and,
eventually, Neptune, whose liaison with Amphitrite produced the giant Albion. Albion took over
the island, giving it his own name and instigating a terrible age of increasing barbarism which
lasted for five centuries, ending only with the landing of Brutus. Bale’s imaginative creations
satisfied the concerns of those who were expressing doubts about the giants; it also neatly
linked the British narrative more firmly to the familiar biblical tradition.But the critics of the
Historia were by now becoming vocal. The most devastating attack came in 1521 from the pen
of the clergyman–scholar John Major (1489–1550). In his modest and good-humoured book
Historia Maioris Britanniae he demolished the entire edifice of Brutus, Scotia, and the like,
though he was entirely happy to support the Arthurian stories—perhaps a wise precaution
during the reign of Henry VIII. The title of Major’s book is interesting; it is probably a pun on the
author’s name but it is usually translated as The History of Great Britain—the first time that
Britain was called Great!Another key figure in the debate about the Historia was Polydore Vergil
(c.1470–c.1555), an Italian who arrived in England in 1502 and stayed under the patronage of
Henry VII to write Anglica Historia. In it he presented a thorough and convincing demolition of
Geoffrey’s Historia. Geoffrey had enhanced his stories ‘with most impudent lyeing’, he wrote: the
entire tissue of myth should be discarded. Other critics were to follow. A conservative rearguard
mounted a staunch defence and the battle raged throughout the sixteenth century, but by the
end of the century Renaissance scholarship had triumphed and Brutus was barely heard of
again.Topography and Anthropology in Renaissance ThoughtThe debate about British origins,
which raged during the sixteenth century and trickled over into the next, represents the demise



of the medieval clerical tradition with its emphasis on ‘old documents’, whether real or imagined,
and its desire for a simple narrative. An awareness of the real world of tangible evidence was
beginning to take hold. One of the earliest protagonists of this new curiosity was John Leland
(1503–52). Leland was educated at St Paul’s School, Oxford, and in Paris, returning to England
in 1529 to be ordained as a royal chaplain. He soon became one of the librarians to the king,
Henry VIII, and in 1533 was given a royal commission to travel the country ‘to serche al the
libraries of monasteries and collegies’ for ancient texts. So enthused was he by what he saw that
he extended his operations, travelling to all parts of England and Wales, observing and
recording countryside and monuments alike in preparation for writing the first detailed
topographical description of the country. His plan was to present his findings in a great book, De
Antiquitate Britannica. For the next twelve years his travels took him to all corners of the country
—no mean achievement given the state of the roads—but in 1550 he lapsed into insanity and
died two years later. Fortunately he had compiled copious notes, which were extensively used
by later topographers and subsequently published in 1710–12 as The Itinerary of John Leland
under the editorship of Thomas Hearne.Leland’s great contribution was that he saw for himself
the physical remnants of Britain’s past scattered about the countryside and realized that here
was tangible evidence of the country’s history and prehistory. He was able to identify
monuments of different dates, distinguishing between Roman structures and Iron Age hill-forts,
which he interpreted correctly as pre-Roman. But for all the new evidence that he amassed, he
remained an ardent supporter of the Brutus myth. His deep admiration for the Tudor monarchy
made it impossible for him to question the narrative that led from Brutus to his beloved patron,
Henry.Although other scholars attempted to produce topographical accounts in the latter part of
the sixteenth century, there was nothing to compare with the standards set by Leland until
William Camden (1551–1623) published his remarkable Britannia in 1586. Camden was a young
man at the time of publication. After studying at Oxford he spent time visiting antiquities
throughout the country before becoming a master at Westminster School at the age of 24. He
continued his travels in school holidays—an arduous regime that was to last for eleven years—
before his researches were ready for publication. His scope was ambitious: all of the British Isles
were covered, including Ireland and outlying islands from Shetland to the Channel Islands. His
intention, he said, was ‘in each county … to describe its ancient inhabitants, etymology of its
name, its limits, soil, remarkable places both ancient and modern’. This he achieved in full
measure. The work was an immediate success and won Camden the reputation of being the
foremost antiquary of the day. By 1600 five editions of Britannia had been published, and in
1610 the first edition in English appeared. It continued to serve as a model for antiquaries
throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, with subsequent revised editions
appearing in 1695, 1789, and 1806.1.2 William Camden (1551–1623)Camden had no time for
the Brutus myth, though he was discreet about dismissing it, referring instead simply to the
weight of contrary opinion amassed by both British and continental writers. He was of the view
that the British were a branch of the Gauls—a view based on a careful comparison of the



language, customs, and religion of the Gauls and Britons. In this he was following the
observations recorded by Julius Caesar. The name Britannia, he said, had nothing to do with
Brutus but was derived from a Greek word meaning ‘land of the painted people’. What led him to
such a view is not immediately clear, but it suggests that he had knowledge of the texts of
Diodorus Siculus and Strabo, where ‘Prettanikē’ is used as the name for Britain (p. 4 above). His
one concession to the old myth was that the Gauls could claim Gomer, son of Japheth, as their
ancestor. The Gomerians were later to be known as Cimbri, from which the name Cymry
(Wales) derived.The publication of Camden’s Britannia marked a turning point. Here was a
Renaissance scholar sweeping away old nonsenses about the past and demonstrating that the
early history of Britain had to be built on a sound factual basis—on the evidence of monuments
and artefacts, and on a critical appreciation of the classical texts. He was, however, of an age
when casting free of the biblical myths was too anarchic to be contemplated.Camden was
writing at a time when visions of the world were expanding at an astonishing rate: the discovery
of the New World had, quite literally, opened up new horizons. From the early sixteenth century,
accounts of the native inhabitants of America were beginning to be published and some
scholars, like the French philosopher Montaigne, could wonder whether the Native Americans
were not a purer representation of humanity than the Europeans. More enterprising explorers
brought native peoples back to Europe as specimens to be wondered at. In 1532 William
Hawkins presented a Brazilian ‘king’ to Henry VIII, ‘at the sight of whom the King and all the
nobilitie did not a little marvelle’. Knowledge of groups of Inuit abducted by Frobisher and
brought to Bristol in 1576 and 1577 was widely disseminated through drawings made by John
White. These were seen by William Camden, who commented on ‘the women painted about the
eyes and balls of the cheek with a blue colour like the ancient Britons’. White also accompanied
Walter Ralegh’s expedition to Virginia in 1585 and made a series of drawings there of the
Algonquian Indians, as well as illustrating the local fauna and flora. White’s depictions of natives
were given wide circulation through engravings published in the first part of Theodore de Bry’s
magnificent America in 1590. In the second part of his volume, beginning with a new title page,
de Bry gives a further five illustrations introduced as ‘som picture of the Pictes which in the olde
tyme dyd habite one part of the great Bretainne’. He included these pictures ‘for to showe how
that the Inhabitants of the great Bretannie have bin in times past as sauvage as those of
Virginia’. This must be the first example of ethnographical analogy being used to throw light on
prehistoric Britain.1.3 In William Camden’s book Britannia, first published in Latin in 1586, he
realized that some of the pre-Roman coins of Britain listed the names of British kings, like
Cunobelinus and Tascovanus, and places such as the early towns of Verulamium and
Camulodunum. The illustration comes from the 1600 edition of his book1.4 A seventeenth-
century vision of an ancient Briton from John Speed’s The Historie of Great Britaine, published
in 1611Versions of these images were given even wider prominence in John Speed’s Historie of
Great Britaine, published in 1611. In a chapter entitled ‘The Portraiture of the Ancient Britaines’
he offers four wood-block illustrations of Britons clearly modelled on de Bry’s Picts. All the icons



—familiar to a reader of the classical texts—are here: the billowing moustaches and naked body
of the warrior, complete with neck torc, weapons, and the severed heads of enemies. The Briton
has now taken on a vivid visual reality—barbarous but noble, an ancestor one might even wish
to take pride in.The Phoenicians and the Coming of the CeltsThe publication, throughout the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, of an increasing number of classical texts, first in Latin and
Greek and later in English translation, introduced contemporary accounts of Britons and Gauls
and of the classical world to the educated reader. Gradually this newly available information was
integrated into models of British prehistory.One particularly inventive writer was the antiquary
Aylett Sammes (c.1636–c.1679), who published his Britannia Antiqua Illustrata, or, The
Antiquities of Ancient Britain, derived from the Phoenicians in 1676. Sammes was content to
accept Camden’s account of the first Britons resulting from a flow of Cimbri from the Black Sea
region but could not resist adding Phoenicians arriving via the Atlantic seaways, followed by
Greek traders in search of tin, who introduced the idea of the Homeric chariot. The Greek tin
trade was well attested by Diodorus Siculus and Pliny, and Caesar gave a vivid account of
chariot warfare in Britain. All Sammes was doing was to link the two with what was to him a
plausible explanation. The idea of a Phoenician influx had first been put forward by John Twyne
(c.1505–1581) in his De Rebus Albionicis, Britannicis, atque Anglicis of 1590, but not much
notice was taken of it until it was accepted by the French antiquary Samuel Bochart (1599–1667)
and expanded in his Geographia Sacra (1646), a popular but extreme work which championed
the Phoenicians as the founders of much of ancient Europe. In spite of a total lack of evidence,
the myth has shown a curious resilience and continues to do so in popular imagination even
today.With a wider reading of the classical texts came a growing awareness of the Celts, who
were believed to have occupied much of west central Europe from the middle of the first
millennium BC. Their migratory movements and raids southwards into the Italian peninsula and
eastwards into the Balkans, Greece, and Turkey brought them into direct confrontation with the
Greeks and Romans, who offered vivid descriptions of these northern barbarians.The Celts
were given a new prominence by a Breton cleric, Paul-Yves Pezron (1639–1706), whose book
L’Antiquité de la nation et de la langue des Celtes, published in 1703, was to become very
influential. The English translation appeared three years later and brought it to an even wider
audience. The essence of Pezron’s argument was that the Celts, descendants of Noah, lived in
Asia Minor and spread through Europe in prehistoric times. They attacked Rome and Greece
and settled in western Europe, where they were known as Gauls, and their descendants survive
today in Wales and Brittany, where their Celtic language is still spoken. This view was broadly in
harmony with the sketch given by Camden more than a century earlier, but it more closely
related the traditional story to the now more familiar classical sources and to Pezron’s own
interpretation of the linguistic evidence. More to the point, it presented the noble, warlike,
drunken, and really rather likeable Celt as the direct ancestor of both the French and the British.
Yet by arguing that their true descendants were the Bretons and the Welsh, Pezron was making
a clear distinction between indigenous populations and the incoming Franks and Anglo-Saxons,



the antecedents of the oppressive nation-states of England and France. It was an interpretation
that appealed to his fellow Bretons.One British scholar who was particularly impressed with
Pezron’s model was Edward Lhuyd (1660–1709), keeper of the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford
and a Welshman. Lhuyd had been engaged in updating the Welsh section of the new edition of
Camden’s Britannia, published in 1695, and had turned his attention to the collection and
preparation of material for an ambitious new project: a multi-volume account of the antiquity of
Britain to be based on his own extensive fieldwork, as well as new manuscript sources and an
extensive correspondence with fellow antiquaries. Between 1697 and 1701 Lhuyd travelled
widely in Cornwall, Scotland, Ireland, and Brittany, paying close attention to the languages
spoken there. In 1707 the first volume of his Archaeologia Britannica appeared. It was subtitled
Glossography and contained a detailed account of ‘the original languages of Britain and Ireland’,
exploring the affinity between Welsh, Irish, Scottish, Cornish, and Breton. These languages he
called Celtic, clearly influenced by Pezron, whose work he much admired. Lhuyd died in 1709,
leaving the Glossography—the only volume of the Archaeologia to be published—as a
monument to his scholarship. How he would have used his huge collection of new data in the
creation of an early history of Britain we shall never know, but there are hints of his thinking in
letters to friends and in the preface to the Welsh editions of the Archaeologia. To explain the
variations he observed in the Celtic languages, he visualized an initial movement of Celts
coming from Spain and settling in Ireland and a later movement coming from Gaul and pushing
through Britain. Both views had been expressed earlier in the seventeenth century, and indeed
both go back, as we have seen, to the early documents gathered by Nennius. In restating them
here as an explanation for the linguistic evidence he had so carefully observed, he was building
a hypothesis that was to be highly influential for the next 250 years.Lhuyd’s ideas of successive
Celtic invasions were further developed by the Celtic philologist Sir John Rhys (1840–1915) in
an influential book, Early Britain: Celtic Britain, first published in 1882. It provided the basic
model used by archaeologists to structure their data well into the second half of the twentieth
century. This is an issue to be explored in more detail in Chapter 7.1.5 Britannia Antiqua
Illustrata, by Aylett Sammes, published in 1676, was a curious compilation, largely of fantasy.
One of his beliefs was that the first inhabitants of Britain were Cimbri, seen here migrating from
the Black SeaStagnation and DespairTwo enthusiasms spilled over into the early decades of the
eighteenth century: the fascination for seeing monuments in their landscapes, and recourse to
the classical texts to provide colour and substance for the ancient Britons half-hidden in the dim
recesses of prehistory. William Stukeley (1687–1765) was an adept practitioner of both arts.
Educated at Cambridge as a physician, Stukeley spent his earlier years travelling extensively in
England and Wales, eventually publishing an illustrated account of his journeys in Itinerarium
Curiosum, or, An Account of the Antiquitys and Remarkable Curiositys in Nature or Art, Observ’d
in Travels thro’ Great Brittan in 1724. But already he was developing a fascination with the great
stone circles of Avebury and Stonehenge tucked away in the remoteness of the Wiltshire
chalklands. Both monuments were already known to antiquarians. John Aubrey (1626–97), a



Wiltshire scholar, had described them in a manuscript he was preparing. Previous writers had
suggested that they were Roman, Phoenician, or Danish, but Aubrey pointed out that they
belonged to a class of monuments—stone circles—that were found in Ireland and Scotland, way
beyond the reach of these peoples. He concluded: ‘All these monuments are of the same
fashion, and antique rudeness: wherefore I conclude, that they were erected by the Britons: and
were Temples of the Druids.’ Stukeley had been shown a transcript of Aubrey’s unpublished
manuscript and was inspired by it. Each year from 1719 to 1724 he spent the late spring and
early summer studying the two monuments, making detailed and accurate plans of them, as well
as perspective drawings. He was also concerned with their broader landscape settings and with
the lesser monuments that clustered around the two giant circles. His study was far more
detailed and perceptive than anything that had gone before.1.6 William Stukeley (1687–1765) at
the age of 40In 1723 Stukeley settled down to prepare a book, The History of the Temples of the
Ancient Celts, but his interests were beginning to become more diverse, and publication was
delayed. It was not until much later in life, after he had given up his scientific rigour, had become
ordained, and had increasingly indulged himself in a whimsy of invented Druidism that fast
became an obsession, that two slim volumes appeared: Stonehenge in 1740 and Avebury in
1743. His earlier objectivity had been abandoned, and fact and fantasy were now inextricably
mixed. In his early life Stukeley had been an astute observer, noting the siting of barrows,
silhouetted on false summits when seen from the valley bottoms, and identifying the boundaries
of prehistoric field systems. He had also made a thorough study of pre-Roman coinage, correctly
reading their inscriptions and realizing that they referred to British kings and to towns. And yet in
mid-life he succumbed increasingly to an overheated imagination dominated by visions of the
Druids he had read about in the classical texts. Rationalism had given way to mania.1.7 John
Aubrey was one of the first antiquaries to produce accurate surveys of prehistoric monuments.
His survey of Avebury was drawn at a scale of half an inch to a chain (66 feet) in 1663. It shows
details of standing stones, many of which no longer surviveWhile Stukeley’s critical decline may
have been a feature of his own metabolism, it mirrored quite clearly what was happening more
widely in Britain’s intellectual life. After the excitement of the Renaissance had worked itself out,
the country lapsed into a lazy Romanticism. Stukeley’s later ramblings were symptomatic. In the
world of the antiquary, some, undaunted by lack of evidence, simply invented the past they
desired. In Scotland, James Macpherson (1736–96) published a group of poems ascribed to a
semi-legendary bard, Ossian, son of Fingal. His sources, he claimed, were ancient manuscripts
that had come into his possession. The ‘Ossian’ saga presented Scotland with an epic tradition
worthy of Homer and became wildly popular, not only in Scotland but across Europe. But it was
soon to be discredited as a fake—a construct of Macpherson’s imagination, inspired by a few
scraps of surviving folk tradition.1.8 William Stukeley was intending to publish his studies of
Stonehenge and Avebury in a book prepared in 1723, for which this was to be his title page. In
the event, Stonehenge was published in 1740 and Avebury in 17431.9 William Stukeley’s plan of
Avebury, drawn in 1724, is more schematized than Aubrey’s but includes much of the same



archaeological detail set among the modern topographyAn equally impressive invention was
that perpetrated in 1792 by a Welsh stonemason, Edward Williams (1747–1826), who preferred
to be known by his bardic name Iolo Morganwg. Iolo, deeply immersed in Welsh bardic
mythology, created a ‘bardic’ ceremony known as Gorsedd, complete with a stone circle and
Druidic altar, which was first enacted on Primrose Hill in London. It was pure invention, but by
persuasive skill he managed to have it grafted onto the ancient ceremony of the Welsh
Eisteddfod, of which it remains a part even today.But alongside the wishful thinking of the
Romantics there were men trying to understand the nature of humankind at a more
philosophical level—men like Jean-Jacques Rousseau, whose Discours sur l’origine et les
fondements de l’inégalité parmi les hommes was published in 1755, and Henry Home, Lord
Kames, author of Sketches of the History of Man (1778). These ideas were particularly
welcomed in Scotland, where links with French scholarship were strong. James Burnett, Lord
Monboddo (1714–99), lord of session, speculated on the notion that the orang-utan was a type
of human differentiated only by lack of speech. But such ideas were treated with derision by his
contemporary Samuel Johnson: ‘Sire, it is all conjecture about Things useless … conjecture, as
to things useful, is good. But conjecture as to what would be useless to know, such as whether
man went upon all fours, is very idle.’One of the more interesting of the free-thinkers of the time
was the colonial governor Thomas Pownall (1722–1805). Pownall had observed ‘primitive’
peoples during his service in New Jersey and Massachusetts between 1755 and 1760, and this
informed a paper that he read to the Society of Antiquaries in 1770 (subsequently published in
1773) in which he speculated about the ‘various species of mankind’ being suited to the state of
the earth at the time when they lived: ‘The face of the earth being originally everywhere covered
with wood, except where water prevailed, the first human beings of it were Woodland-Men living
on the fruits, fish and game of the forest. To these the land-worker succeeded. He settled on the
land, became a fixed inhabitant and increased and multiplied.’ Here is a model offering a time-
depth to prehistory based on a reasoned theory supported by ethnographic observations. It was
a significant advance on biblical myths and Druidic nonsense.The beginning of the nineteenth
century saw the more energetic antiquaries, desperate to advance the understanding of the
British past and tired of endless speculation, turn to excavation. This was not an entirely new
pursuit. Stukeley and others before him had dug into monuments in the hope of enlightenment,
but it was always on a very small scale and led to nothing. In 1800 all this changed when Sir
Richard Colt Hoare (1758–1838), owner of the Stourhead estate in Wiltshire, joined forces with
William Cunnington, a Wiltshire wool merchant, in a quest to explore the barrows of their native
county. Over the next ten years their increasingly skilled team of labourers cut trenches through
350 monuments. Their results were published in two magnificent volumes, The Ancient History
of… Wiltshire (1812–19). Colt Hoare introduces the work with a clarion call: ‘“We speak from
facts, not theory”. Such is the motto I adopt, and to this text I shall most strictly adhere. I shall not
seek among the fanciful regions of romance an origin for our Wiltshire Britons.’ It is a worthy
sentiment, but in the final reckoning he was forced to admit total ‘ignorance of the authors of



these sepulchral memorials … We have evidence of the very high antiquity of our Wiltshire
barrows, but none respecting the tribes of whom they appertained, that can rest on solid
foundations.’ After ten years of persistent hard work it was a cry of despair. In a letter to his
colleague William Cunnington, Colt Hoare had set out his ideas about the development of British
prehistory. He recognized three eras. The first of these was of bone and stone ‘belonging to the
primeval inhabitants in the savage state’: these were the Celts. The second was the era of brass,
introduced by ‘the more polished nations of Africa’ (i.e. the Phoenicians) engaged in the tin
trade; the recipients were the Belgae. The third was the era of iron, ‘introduced but a little before
the invasion of the Romans’. There is little new in all this that would not have been commonplace
a century or more before, but in proposing eras of stone, brass, and iron Colt Hoare was
venturing ahead of his time. Although the Roman writer Lucretius had talked in these terms in
the first century BC, the Three Age System, as it became known, was not fully formulated until
1836 (p.30).1.10 Sir Richard Colt Hoare studying Bronze Age burial urns he had unearthed in
his extensive barrow diggings. The picture is the frontispiece of his Ancient History of …
Wiltshire, volume ii, published in 18211.11 Excavation in progress on Wiltshire barrows. The
labourers dig while Sir Richard Colt Hoare and William Cunnington supervise. Watercolour by
Philip Crocker, c.1807The Antiquity of ManSpeculation about the chronology of Britain’s past
goes back to Nennius, who divided the history of the world into six ages based on time-lines
related to the lives of the patriarchs set out in the Bible. The British, he said, came to Britain in
the Third Age (from Abraham to David), while the Irish arrived in the Fourth Age (from David to
Daniel). It was a chronology of sorts and survived well into the Renaissance.Throughout the
Middle Ages much effort was spent in attempting to work out the age of the world using the
pedigrees listed in the Old Testament. Consensus was finally reached in 1650, when the
archbishop of Armagh, James Ussher (1581–1656), arrived at the date as 4004 BC, which he
published together with his proof in the Annals of the Old and New Testament. Even greater
precision was added a little later by John Lightfoot, vice-chancellor of Cambridge University,
whose calculations led him to the belief that ‘man was created by the Trinity on October 23, 4004
BC at nine o’clock in the morning’. The archaeologist Glyn Daniel could not resist adding, ‘we
may perhaps see in these dates and time a prejudice of a Vice-Chancellor for the beginning of
an academic year and the beginning of an academic morning’.Acceptance of the date 4004 BC
for the Creation meant, on Nennius’ calculation, that the Flood should be dated to 1762 BC. This
provided the time-frame that had to contain the whole of European prehistory. It was constraints
like this that caused Colt Hoare, as late as the early nineteenth century, to date his Wiltshire
barrows to between 500 and 1,000 years before Caesar’s invasion. As the awareness of the
complexity of the prehistoric record became gradually better understood, so the constriction of
the biblical chronology became increasingly unacceptable.The idea of an age of stone
preceding an age of ‘brass’ was well established in British antiquarian writing. As early as 1650
William Dugdale was writing about stone tools as weapons used by the Britons before the art of
making arms of brass or iron was known, and in 1766 Charles Lyttelton (1714–68), bishop of



Carlisle, read a paper to the Society of Antiquaries describing some stone axes as ‘coeval with
the first inhabitants of this island’, suggesting that they should be dated before the arrival of
metals. So far there was no direct conflict with the Church’s teaching, but thirty years later the
society was to hear from a correspondent, John Frere, about a group of what we would now
recognize as lower Palaeolithic hand-axes that were found at Hoxne in Suffolk at a depth of 12
feet. What was unnerving was that the undisturbed layer in which they were found also
contained the bones of extinct animals. If the Bible was right, man and extinct animals could not
have coexisted. In the printed version of his lecture, published in 1800, Frere carefully concluded
that ‘The situation in which these weapons were found may tempt us to refer them to a very
remote period indeed, even beyond that of the present world.’ Frere’s momentous discovery
seems to have passed unnoticed, or at least unremarked.1.12 One of the Palaeolithic hand-axes
found in river gravels at Hoxne. It was illustrated and described by John Frere in a paper
published in Archaeologia in 1797A generation later a Roman Catholic priest, Father John
MacEnery (1796–1841), was excavating in the cave of Kent’s Cavern at Torquay. He laboured
there from 1824 until 1829, finding remains spanning the prehistoric period. Low in the sequence
he came upon a thick, unbroken deposit of stalagmite, which he dug through, finding beneath it
flint implements directly associated with bones of extinct animals. In some excitement he wrote
to William Buckland (1784–1856), who had been professor of geology at Oxford but was now
dean of Westminster. Buckland was recognized as one of the foremost scholars of his time and
his Reliquiae Diluvianae (1823) was a standard textbook on, as its subtitle tells us, ‘organic
remains contained in caves, fissures, and diluvial gravel … attesting the action of an universal
deluge’. He was, then, a scientist–clergyman who believed that scientific discoveries proved the
Flood. Not unsurprisingly, when MacEnery presented his observations, Buckland was entirely
dismissive. The artefacts, he argued, must have got below the stalagmite floor as the result of
pits being dug through it by later Celtic occupants, allowing more recent material to mix with the
extinct animal remains below. MacEnery was insistent that this was not so, but in deference to
the famous scholar he delayed publication. ‘It is painful to dissent from so high an authority,’ he
wrote, ‘and more particularly so from my concurrence generally in his views of the phenomena of
these caves.’ Intellectual torment combined with ill health and lack of money meant that his
results remained unpublished until 1859—by which time the intellectual climate had changed
out of all recognition.1.13 William Buckland (1784–1856) dressed for fieldworkWilliam Buckland
was a towering authority. Like other geologists of his time, he believed that the geological record
could only be interpreted in terms of there having been a series of catastrophes in the remote
past, each followed by a new act of creation. One school of French geologists identified twenty-
seven such events. Although the number of catastrophes varied according to different
authorities, the last act of creation, they all agreed, was the story told in Genesis, and the last
catastrophe, the biblical Flood.The catastrophists were not unchallenged. Since the end of the
eighteenth century some geologists had been arguing that the geological record could only be
interpreted in terms of processes observable today. ‘No processes are to be employed’, wrote



James Hutton in 1785, ‘that are not natural to the globe; no action to be admitted except those of
which we know the principle’: this was the doctrine of uniformitarianism. The foremost exponent
of uniformitarianism was Charles Lyell (1797–1875), whose highly influential Principles of
Geology was published in three volumes from 1830 to 1833 and was reprinted on many
occasions throughout the nineteenth century. It was this work that was to have such a formative
influence on the mind of the young Charles Darwin as he made his epic journey on the Beagle.
The geological debate raged throughout the first half of the nineteenth century and formed the
background to the fierce battle over the antiquity of man. Buckland believed passionately that
there had been a succession of earlier creations and floods and that human remains could not
be found in the last flood deposit, except of course in the vicinity of the Garden of Eden. But he
was far from being a pure theoretician: he visited sites throughout the country, observing
deposits in caves and gravels wherever the bones of extinct animals were found, and carried out
lengthy observations on the eating habits of modern hyenas, one of which he kept as a pet.
Since all his researches were made with the intention of proving the truth of the biblical Flood, it
is understandable that when, in 1823, he exhumed, in a cave at Paviland in south Wales, the
skeleton of what we now know to be a 30,000-year-old male, covered with red ochre and
associated with artefacts of mammoth ivory and bones of extinct animals, he concluded that the
‘Red Lady of Paviland’ was a Roman burial dug into the earlier deposits on the cave floor: ‘she
was clearly not coeval with the antediluvian extinct species’. MacEnery’s disconcerting
discoveries in Kent’s Cavern a year or two later did not cause him to reverse his views: the Flood
was a fact; anything that suggested otherwise had to be explained away.But the tide was turning
against the diluvianists. Discoveries of human bones and artefacts in association with extinct
animal remains were being reported from Germany, France, and Sicily and could not be ignored.
In England attention turned once more to the Devon coast and Torquay. A local schoolmaster,
William Pengelly, had continued the exploration of Kent’s Cavern after MacEnery’s death and
had come to the conclusion that MacEnery had been correct. But the cave deposits were by now
much disturbed, and what was needed to provide indisputable evidence was a new, untouched
cave to use as a test before objective witnesses. A few years later just such a cave was found
not far away in Brixham. Here, under the auspices of the British Association, Pengelly carried out
a meticulously recorded excavation from the summer of 1858 to the summer of 1859. By the
end, his work had demonstrated to everyone’s satisfaction that flint implements associated with
the remains of extinct animals were indeed sealed by a completely unbroken layer of stalagmite.
MacEnery was vindicated, and his discoveries were fully published in 1859, eighteen years after
his death.It was in the same year that the archaeologist John Evans and the geologist John
Prestwick visited gravel-pits in the valley of the Somme near Abbeville, where a French
enthusiast, Boucher de Perthes, had for two decades been claiming to have found flint hand-
axes mixed up with extinct animal bones deep down in the gravels. Both men were senior figures
in their respective professions, and when they returned home to corroborate the finding in
papers presented before the Royal Society and the Society of Antiquaries, the scientific world



finally accepted the antiquity of man: it was three years after Dean Buckland’s death. Something
of the excitement of the time is captured by an entry in John Evans’s diary:1.14 The discovery of
tools stratified with the bones of extinct animals in a cave at Brixham, Devon, in 1858
demonstrated once and for all the antiquity of humankind. The owner of the cave, John Philip,
promoted the discovery widely in the interests of charging an admission feeThink of their finding
flint axes and arrowheads at Abbeville in conjunction with bones of Elephants and Rhinoceroses
forty feet below the surface of a bed of drift. In this bone cave in Devonshire … They have found
arrowheads among the bones and the same is reported of a cave in Sicily. I can hardly believe it.
It will make my ancient Britons quite modern if Man is carried back in England to the days where
Elephants, Rhinoceroses, Hippopotamuses and Tigers were also inhabitants of the country.At
the moment in which these revelations were stunning the academic community, Charles Darwin
published his On the Origin of Species. The world would never be the same again.Time-
LinesJohn Evans’s expression of wonder at the antiquity of the human race was no doubt widely
felt at the time, but people had been trying to bring some structure and some sense of
chronology into their understanding of the past since Nennius had first offered his Ages of Man
in the early ninth century. In the first decade of the nineteenth century Colt Hoare, as we have
seen, was speculating about the successive ages of stone, brass, and iron, much as Lucretius
had done 2,000 years before, but the dates he assigned were mere guesswork.The simple
concept of three ages was in the minds of many antiquaries throughout Europe, but it was not
formally systematized until the curator of the National Museum of Copenhagen, C. J. Thomsen
(1788–1865), reorganized the national collection into objects of stone, bronze, and iron in 1819.
The publication of the museum’s catalogue, in Danish in 1836, gave some publicity to the idea,
but it was its translation into English in 1848 that brought the scheme fully to the notice of British
archaeologists. Thomsen’s successor, J. J. A. Worsaae (1821–85), was soon to demonstrate,
through fieldwork and careful stratigraphic excavation, that the system worked in practice and
was more than just a theory. His book, translated as The Primeval Antiquities of Denmark, was
published in England in 1849. Among British archaeologists there was a general acceptance of
the Three Age System, though some were still cautious and a few hostile.When Sir John
Lubbock (later Lord Avebury) came to publish his widely influential Pre-Historic Times as
Illustrated by Ancient Remains in 1865, he added a refinement by dividing the Stone Age into
two phases, the Palaeolithic and the Neolithic, while accepting the validity of the Bronze Age
and the Early Iron Age (‘Early’ to distinguish it from the iron-using Romans and their
successors). But chronology was still very much in debate, as he made clear in his opening
words: ‘The first appearance of man in Europe dates from a period so remote that neither history
nor tradition can throw any light on his origin or mode of life’: contemporary estimates for the age
of Palaeolithic hand-axes found in the Somme gravels varied from 20,000 to 240,000 years. The
very imprecision made this, as one writer said, ‘a curious and interesting problem’.While
archaeological discoveries continued to be made in ever-increasing quantity during the latter
part of the nineteenth century, the understanding of the peoples of Britain, rather than just their



artefacts, remained static. The first textbook of the twentieth century, Thomas Rice Holmes’s
Ancient Britain and the Invasions of Julius Caesar (1907), presents the familiar picture of
Palaeolithic man followed by a Neolithic invasion, a Bronze Age invasion, and an Iron Age
invasion. No dates were suggested for the Neolithic, but the Bronze Age invasion was dated to
around 1400 BC. The Belgae came later. It was not much of an advance on the scheme briefly
sketched by Colt Hoare a century before.The obsession with ‘invaders’ is easy to understand.
British history as taught in schools spoke of successive waves of invaders from the Continent
covering swaths of the British Isles: Normans, Danes, Saxons, Romans. It was not unreasonable
to back-project this model into the depths of prehistory. Also taught were the glories of empire—
of the Roman empire, and of the British empire following proudly in its wake. Primitive people
were conquered by superior cultures introducing new religious beliefs, new technologies, and
new forms of government, all producing beneficial change. In the mood of high Victorian
imperialism, in which leaders like Lord Raglan could believe that ‘natives don’t invent things’, it
was not unnatural to interpret the changes identifiable in the archaeological record as the direct
consequence of new people moving in to set up their ascendancy over indigenous
populations.In a post-colonial era, with a far more nuanced understanding of behavioural
sciences, anthropology, and economics, these invasionist models may now seem crude and
grotesquely over-simple, but they played an essential part in our striving to understand our
history and prehistory. At best it is a warning that our views of the past will always be conditioned
by current preconceptions: our understanding is circumscribed by our being.2Britain
EmergesTHE STAGE IS SET‘BRITAIN, the best of the islands, is situated in the Western Ocean
between France and Ireland … It provides in unfailing plenty everything that is suited to the use
of human beings.’ So wrote Geoffrey of Monmouth in the twelfth century. The richness of the
British Isles is a theme that many of the early writers return to again and again. They were right.
The British Isles are favoured by nature, and it is all due to two things, the Continental Shelf and
the Gulf Stream, and it is with these fundamentals we must begin.The British Isles are little more
than the submerged uplands of an extensive plateau lying at the western extremity of the
Eurasian land-mass. Their familiar form today is the result of distant geological forces modified
by fluctuations in sea-level. The Continental Shelf comes to an abrupt end in a steep under-sea
cliff, which separates the undulating surface of the plateau itself, now between 100 and 200
metres below the present sea-level, from the ocean depths at 2,000 metres and more. The
satellite image and map show the extent of these shallow seas. To the south the North-East
Atlantic basin comes in a deep bight close to the northern edge of Iberia, giving form to the Bay
of Biscay. To the west the under-sea cliff is fronted by the Rockall Deep, beyond which is an
ocean ridge represented now by the Rockall Bank and the Faeroe Islands. The Deep leads to
the Norwegian Sea, and from there another deep channel, the Norwegian Trench, extends,
separating the Shelf from the ancient mountain range of southern Norway, creating the famous
seaway the Skagerrak, which lies between Norway and Denmark and gives access to the Baltic.
The Shelf, then, is a massive stretch of ‘territory’: it extends from latitude 46° north to 61° north



and from the present continental coast to the longitude of 12° west. The unsubmerged pieces of
land, Britain, Ireland, and the other islands, account for less than half of its area.2.1 This
spectacular satellite photograph of western Europe shows, with great clarity, the extent of the
Continental Shelf binding Britain and Ireland to mainland Europe. The sharp edge of the shelf
where it plunges to the ocean deeps is particularly clearThe reason why the Continental Shelf is
so relevant to the very nature of Britain is that the shallow sea creates a special, and highly
beneficial, environment. Rivers bring down nutrient-rich sediments, which blanket the Shelf,
while the shallowness of the sea allows sunlight to penetrate the depths. The two factors in
combination create ideal conditions for the growth of plankton, and the plankton provides food
for the shoals of fish that thrive in the shallow seas. This rich maritime resource has been vital to
the British and the Irish throughout their history.2.2 Britain and the Continental Shelf, showing
the main topographical featuresBut nature offers another benefit, the Gulf Stream, a flow of
warm water that originates in the currents of the Caribbean and streams north-eastwards across
the Atlantic to the ocean-facing shores of Europe before dissipating itself in the seas around
Iceland and Greenland. The Gulf Stream brings two advantages: the warm waters greatly
enhance plankton growth, thus boosting fish stocks still further, while at the same time
ameliorating the climate of the islands and the neighbouring coastal zone. The British Isles are
on the same latitude as Labrador and, without the comforting effects of the Gulf Stream, would
suffer the same harsh climate. We shall see later something of the disastrous climatic
deterioration that Britain experienced when changes in global temperature caused the Gulf
Stream to cease to flow.The British Isles, then, occupy a very favoured position in the world,
allowing the land and the sea to provide, as Geoffrey said, ‘in unfailing plenty’ everything that
humans could desire.2.3 The ocean currents in the North Atlantic that bring warm water from the
Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico region to the seas around Britain, giving north-western Europe its
mild climatePrelude: Charting the Deep PastThe story that we shall explore in this book starts
around 10,000 BC, when the country was about to emerge from the last freezing downturn of the
Last Glacial Maximum. In all probability so severe were the conditions that the hunter-gatherer
groups who had been roaming the southern parts of Britain were driven southwards into what is
now France. By about 9600 BC, however, the climate began suddenly to improve until around
8000 BC, when conditions became, if anything, a little warmer than they are today. It was in this
brief period of climatic improvement that communities began once more to move in and colonize
the empty landscape. These pioneers were the direct ancestors of the majority of the people
living in the islands today.Human groups, however, have lived in the land of proto-Britain on a
number of occasions during the last 800,000 years. But during this time there were long periods
when glacial conditions rendered huge areas uninhabitable and as parts of Europe and North
America disappeared beneath thick ice-sheets. Traditionally there were believed to be four
periods of glaciation with warm interglacials between, but this is something of an over-
simplification. Recent scientific work has shown there to have been an altogether more complex
pattern of twenty major climatic events when the temperature fluctuated from being very warm to



being intensely cold.The cause of these fluctuations lies in the complex relationship between the
earth and the sun. We are all familiar with the fact that the earth orbits the sun and that it spins
around its own axis, which is at an angle to the plane of its orbit. This causes some parts of the
earth’s surface to be nearer the sun for periods of time, accounting for the differences between
summer and winter. If all parts of this system were stable, the earth’s climate would remain
constant, but this is not so: there are three factors that cause subtle variations in the distance
between earth and sun. First, the earth’s orbit is not circular but is slightly elliptical, causing a
variation on a 100,000-year cycle. Secondly, the axis of the earth changes its tilt by a fraction
over a 41,000-year cycle; and thirdly, the planet has a slight wobble about its axis as it spins,
setting up changes over a cycle of 23,000 years. The combination of all these factors, creating
very small changes in the sun–earth relationship, determines the expansion or contraction of the
polar ice-cap and thus the sequence of fluctuating ice ages.The complexity of these changes
has taken some time to unravel. The earliest work was done on the Alpine region, and it was
here that the four major stages of glaciation were identified, providing a useful regional
sequence. More recently, over the last fifty years or so, work on deep-sea cores has pioneered a
new way to study the phenomenon globally. The principle is quite simple. Deep-sea cores
provide stratified sequences of calcareous accumulations derived from the shells of dead
organisms. The calcium carbonate in these layers contains oxygen of two different atomic
weights, 16O and 18O, which the organisms extract from the prevailing atmosphere. Since it can
be shown that cold conditions favour 18O over 16O, then by assessing the ratio of the two it is
possible to arrive at a direct measurement relating to the temperature of the ocean at the time of
deposition. From these measurements a system of twenty phases, known as marine isotope
stages, can be distinguished, reflecting changes in the earth’s climate. The method was
extremely valuable in providing a relative sequence, but it needed to be calibrated to give
absolute dates.2.4 Cycles of climatic change, known as the Milankovitch cycles, are caused by
cyclical changes in the earth’s orbit. Left: A major eccentricity in orbit around the sun causes a
100,000-year cycle. Top right: Differences in tilt of the axis cause a 41,000-year cycle. Bottom
right: Wobbles in the earth’s spin give rise to a 23,000-year cycleThe breakthrough came when,
in one of the cores, it was possible to identify a point at which a major reversal had occurred in
the earth’s magnetic field, the time when the North and South poles took up their present
positions. This same reversal has been recorded in rocks, where it could be dated to around
736,000 years ago using an absolute dating method. With this one point securely established,
and assuming that the deep-sea sediments had accumulated at a standard rate, it has been
possible to assign dates to the entire sequence. Another valuable dating method, which has
been developed over the last thirty years, is based on cores bored out of the Greenland ice-cap.
The largest core is 3,000 metres deep and represents the build-up of the ice over a 110,000-
year period. From the cores it is possible to measure annual increments, one year’s winter ice
being separated from the next year’s by a fine dust layer formed during the summer melt. The
temperatures prevailing at the time are estimated from the 16O to 18O ratios and from



proportions of the wind-blown chemical particles. The cores provide a very precise dated
sequence of climatic events extending back from the present.2.5 The major fluctuations in the
earth’s climate as reconstructed from deep-sea coresThe marine isotope stages provide a
universal scale against which it is possible to compare and date local sequences. In Britain it
was conventional to recognize three major phases of glaciation, the Anglian, Wolstonian, and
Devensian, with warmer interglacials interspersed, the Cromerian preceding the Anglian
glaciation, the Hoxnian between the Anglian and Wolstonian glaciations, the Ipswichian between
the Wolstonian and Devensian glaciations, and the Flandrian (or Holocene, in the European
nomenclature) following the Devensian and representing the period we are in now. These broad
terms are still useful, but the marine isotope stages, together with recent work on the faunal
remains found stratified in the glacial deposits, are beginning to show just how complex the true
picture really was.2.6 The major glacial and interglacial episodes correlated with the oxygen
isotope stagesEnter the Early HumansHuman presence is demonstrated in a variety of ways, by
tools, by tool marks preserved on animal bones, and by the skeletal remains of the people
themselves. The earliest indications of human activity, in the area later to become Britain,
belongs to the Cromerian interglacial and can be dated within the bracket 900,000–500,000
years ago, probably towards the earlier part of this range. Two sites are known, one in a cave at
Westbury in the Mendips, the other on the muddy foreshore at Happisburgh in Norfolk. Both
produced bones of extinct animals showing signs of butchery, together with a series of flint
implements suitable for cutting up the carcasses.It was not until around 500,000 years ago that
the first physical trace of an actual British inhabitant was found. The site was a camp that had
been set up at the base of what was then a sea-cliff but is now well inland in a gravel-pit at
Boxgrove near Chichester. Alongside a scatter of flint debris, which represents waste from
manufacturing hand-axes, two teeth and part of a tibia (shin-bone) were recovered. This
remarkable find belongs to a species of human, Homo heidelbergensis, who was significantly
different from modern man. He lived in Europe and became extinct about 200,000 years ago. In
the hominid family tree Homo heidelbergensis is probably ancestral to both the Neanderthals
and modern man.2.7 Happisburgh on the Norfolk coast as it was in 2006, showing the rapid
erosion of the sea-cliffs which exposed deposits that produced tools dating to the Anglian ice
advance about half a million years agoThis first brief interlude of human activity was brought to
an end with the onset of the Anglian glaciation around 470,000 years ago. For the next 60,000
years or so Britain was covered with an ice-sheet extending as far south as the Thames.The
Anglian glaciation was followed by the Hoxnian interglacial, lasting from about 410,000 to
380,000 years ago. This was a period of much milder climate, when herds of animals once more
roamed Britain, attracting in their wake bands of human predators. It was at Hoxne (from which
the interglacial was named) that John Frere made his momentous discovery of hand-axes and
extinct animals found together deep in the gravels in 1797. An even more important discovery
was made at Swanscombe in Kent in 1935 and 1936 when two large fragments of human skull
were recovered. Twenty years later, by a remarkable chance, another skull-bone was found that



joined to the other two. John Wymer, the young boy present on that historic occasion, went on to
become the foremost Palaeolithic archaeologist in Britain. Understandably, the skull of
Swanscombe Man has come under intense scrutiny, and it is now believed that, since he shows
some of the characteristics of early Neanderthals, he may lie towards the beginning of the
branch from which Homo neanderthalensis was to develop, well before modern man made an
appearance.2.8 Excavations in progress at Boxgrove quarry in West Sussex. The Palaeolithic
surface is being carefully exposed to show hand-axes lying in position where they had been
dropped by their makers2.9 Southern Britain during the Hoxnian interglacial about 400,000
years ago. There is some doubt about whether or not there was a land bridge between Kent and
Pas de Calais at this timeThe northern latitude of Britain remained congenial for human hunting
bands for only a comparatively short period of time, some 30,000 years, before glacial
conditions returned again around 380,000 years ago and, with various fluctuations in
temperature, lasted until 230,000 years ago. The return of the ice at this time encouraged the
Neanderthals who now roamed Europe to spread northwards into proto-Britain. They are
recognizable from their distinctive tools but are otherwise elusive in the fossil record. However, a
small community occupied the cave of Pontnewydd near the south Welsh town of Rhyl, where
eighteen teeth, representing at least five individuals, have been found.The vicious cold episode
to which the region of proto-Britain was subjected, characterized by sudden and violent swings
of climate, meant that even in the warm periods the country lay at the extremity of the habitable
world. It has been estimated that between 500,000 and 12,000 years ago humans were present
in what is now Britain for only a fifth of that time, and between 180,000 and 70,000 years ago the
land was entirely empty. No Neanderthals now ventured this far north, deterred perhaps by the
nascent Channel. Around 70,000 years ago the temperature began slowly to cool again. This
was the beginning of the Devensian cold stage—a period of fast-fluctuating temperatures
getting progressively colder and culminating in the period of intense cold known as the Last
Glacial Maximum, peaking around 27,000 years ago. At the beginning of this period falling sea-
levels made the southern parts of Britain easily accessible once more, and groups of
Neanderthals, recognizable from their distinctive Mousterian tools (named after the site in
France where they were first found), began to return again. At one of their camp sites, at Lynford
in Norfolk, remains of plants and animals showed that while temperatures were cooler than
today, reaching a maximum of 13 °C in summer and falling to −10 °C in winter, this was well
within the range acceptable for human habitation and the Neanderthals were a hardy breed.2.10
A group of flint tools including hand-axes and curved-edged cutting tools characteristic of the
tool-kit of the NeanderthalsHow long Neanderthals continued to hunt in Britain it is difficult to
say. Their tools have been found in cave sites in Derbyshire, the Mendips, Devon, and south
Wales, but by about 40,000 years ago they were in rapid decline and were soon to become
extinct. There has been much debate about the cause of their demise. One factor may have
been their inability to adapt to the increasing cold, but this is surely not the whole story. The
primary cause probably lies in the competition they now faced from a new species, Homo



sapiens, who first appeared in Europe about 50,000 years ago. The Neanderthals were no
match for the twin onslaughts of clever rivals and bitter winters.The First Modern ManHomo
sapiens emerged as a distinct species in Africa before 150,000 years ago and had spread to
Europe, developing a tool-kit far more sophisticated than that of the Neanderthals, using bone,
antler, and ivory as well as the ubiquitous flint which they now flaked with controlled delicacy.
These early modern humans were first identified at the rock shelter of Cro-Magnon in France in
1868, a name that has often been used to identify them thereafter. Their presence in Britain is
proclaimed by their tools from as early as 40,000 years ago, but the first physical remains of a
Cro-Magnon, found in Goat’s Hole Cave, Paviland, in south Wales, is 10,000 years or more
younger. This is the burial already referred to above (p. 29), uncovered by Dean Buckland in
1823 and called by him the ‘Red Lady of Paviland’. He was not only wrong about the sex of the
burial but he dated it to the Roman period, unable to accept the association of human remains
with extinct animals. There is a certain sadness in the fact that Buckland’s fundamentalist
Christian beliefs prevented him from being able to relish the true significance of his discovery:
the first known Briton to have been buried with such care that his lineage must surely have
believed in some kind of afterlife.2.11 Section of Goat’s Hole Cave, Paviland, on the Gower
peninsula, excavated by William Buckland. It was here that he found the famous ‘Red Lady of
Paviland’, the earliest remains of a modern human dating to about 40,000 years ago. Buckland
believed that the ‘Red Lady’ was of Roman dateThe first influx of Cro-Magnons into Britain was
not long-lived. As the Devensian glaciation intensified and the ice-sheets spread, so the limit of
human habitation was again pushed progressively southwards until, by about 25,000 years ago,
the land of Britain was totally abandoned once more. And so it was to remain for 10,000
years.The Last Glacial MaximumThe Last Glacial Maximum totally altered the face of north-
western Europe. Scandinavia was covered by ice 2 kilometres thick, and much of Britain south to
a line from the west midlands to the Wash disappeared between a 1.5-kilometre-thick sheet of
ice that extended west to the Atlantic, blanketing the northern half of Ireland. So much water was
tied up in these ice-caps that the sea-level sank to 150 kilometres below its present level,
exposing considerable expanses of the previously submerged Continental Shelf. This in turn
caused the many rivers to regrade to match the falling sea-levels, creating steep valleys cut into
the earlier valley floors. There is some debate about whether the Scandinavian and British ice-
caps coalesced, but the Shetland Islands were the focus of an ice-cap and it remains a distinct
possibility that the ice was continuous along the North Atlantic fringe. What is certain is that the
entire area in front of the ice, extending across what is now the North Sea, became land. The
greatly lowered sea-level also meant that the sea receded from the English Channel zone,
leaving only the Channel River, fed by its tributaries the Thames, the Rhine, and the Seine. The
low-lying land between the British and Scandinavian ice-sheets became a polar desert largely
devoid of life. Further south tundra spread for hundreds of miles—a desolate landscape
supporting only mosses, lichens, and some herbaceous plants, in summer scoured by bitter
winds blowing off the ice and carrying a fine dust of ice-ground rock particles, in winter



blanketed with snow.The intensification of glacial conditions drove human groups further and
further south into the zone of park tundra to refuges in south-western France, northern Iberia,
and further east into Ukraine. From these habitats hunting groups ventured into the northern
tundra in summer, but at the height of the glaciation the ice-free parts of Britain remained well
beyond the reach of humans. Not until about 15,000 years ago did the improvement in climate
allow the southern parts of Britain to be populated again.As the ice-caps retreated, leaving only
a small ice-sheet in western Scotland, a huge expanse of land opened up, bounded on the north
by the Norwegian Trench and on the west by the Rockall Deep. It was but a brief exposure.
Meltwater from the fast-retreating glaciers poured into the sea, causing sea-levels to rise,
progressively inundating low-lying areas of the northern lowlands. In this way the incipient North
Sea began to form. Soon the lower reaches of the Irish Sea River and the Channel River began
to flood, creating wide inlets extending deep inland. Even so, the land-masses of Britain and
Ireland were still very much part of continental Europe.2.12 Reconstruction of the region later to
become Britain and Ireland as it would have appeared during the height of the Devensian
glaciation around 30,000 years ago when ice-sheets covered most of the country and the sea-
level was very much lowerWith the ameliorating climate the fauna and flora began to change.
Large areas of the lowlands now supported woodlands of birch interspersed with stands of
willow, poplar, and pine set in wide expanses of grassy parkland providing forage for mammoth,
elk, red deer, aurochs, and horse, while predators like wolf, arctic fox, and bear sought out their
prey. There were periodic cold spells, but overall it was a highly congenial landscape for hunting
bands to exploit. Optimum conditions for settlement lasted a comparatively short time—only
some 4,000 years—but there is ample evidence for hunter-gatherer activity in Britain in the
caves of Creswell Crags in Derbyshire, Kent’s Cavern, Devon, and in the Mendips, especially at
Gough’s Cave in Cheddar Gorge, where the remains of at least three adults and two children
were found. The bodies show evidence of having been cut up and defleshed, possibly as part of
prescribed rituals following death. Whether or not this involved ritual cannibalism is a debatable
issue.2.13 The region later to become Britain and Ireland during the Late Glacial (or Dimlington)
stadial around 15,000 years ago. The ice-sheet covering Britain has now shrunk, but the sea-
level is still low so that Britain and Ireland are one with continental EuropeThe Slate Wiped
Clean Again?After the Last Glacial Maximum the warm period that followed, known as the
Windermere interstadial, was comparatively short-lived. Around 10,900 BC the climate suddenly
deteriorated, the mean annual temperature dropping by some 15 °C in the space of a single
generation, with lows reaching the levels of those of the Last Glacial Maximum. The last cold
interlude is known in Britain as the Loch Lomond stadial and on the Continent as the Younger
Dryas stadial (named after the tundra wildflower Dryas octopetala). The speed of the onset of
the intense cold suggests that the Gulf Stream, resurgent after the Last Glacial Maximum, had
been interrupted once more, perhaps as the result of increased quantities of icy water entering
the sea as the ice-caps melted in the preceding warm period. The balance was delicate and was
suddenly tipped, shutting off the Gulf Stream and plunging Britain into a final long glacial winter



lasting over a thousand years. Ice-caps developed in Scotland and Cumbria, tundra conditions
returned, and the reindeer roamed Britain once more.What effect the Loch Lomond stadial had
on the human population of Britain is still unclear, but in all probability people moved away
southwards, though some may have followed herds, as they migrated northwards to their
summer pastures in the north, for brief hunting expeditions. The country was not wholly
uninhabitable, and the slate might not have been entirely wiped clean. Then, sometime around
9600 BC, almost as fast as it had begun, the last cold phase came to an end and temperatures
started to rise rapidly. The last of the ice-sheets disappeared from the face of Britain, and human
groups began to move in to colonize every available ecological niche: the continuous history of
the Britons had begun.The Delicate Relationship between Land and SeaTo understand how the
isles of Britain and Ireland gained their familiar shapes it is necessary to consider the very
delicate relationship between the sea and the land—a relationship that is constantly evolving.
For a region like Britain, located on a shallow continental shelf, it is evident that even a slight
variation in the sea-level relative to the land will cause widespread changes to the topography of
the low-lying regions. The ice ages were a particularly powerful force for change. The creation of
permanent ice-caps several kilometres thick during the glacial maxima wrought massive
transformations to the face of north-western Europe. The sheer weight of the ice distorted the
earth’s crust, depressing the land beneath and pushing up a forebulge around the edge, while
the huge volumes of water bound up in the ice-caps caused significant falls in the sea-levels.
With the retreating of the ice-caps two processes were set in motion. The first is called isostatic
uplift. As the ice-cap melts and its weight decreases, so the distorted crust of the earth begins to
readjust to its former contours, the readjustment being proportional to the thickness (and
therefore weight) of the ice. This means that the rate at which the land rises is greatest where the
ice was thickest. Isostatic uplift was rapid at first, becoming slower with time. It is still in progress
today. Scandinavia, which supported a massive ice-cap, continues to rise, with the greatest rate,
9 millimetres per year, being in the Gulf of Bothnia. Even Scotland with its lesser ice-cap is rising
at a rate of 3 millimetres per year.But another factor has to be taken into account: the eustatic
readjustment of global sea-levels resulting from the inflow of huge quantities of meltwater as the
glaciers diminish. The eustatic rise in sea-levels affects all parts of the earth’s surface, but in
areas that have been glaciated, the isostatic rise in the land is in competition with the sea-level
rise. The different rates of change relative to each other mean that the land–sea relationship will
vary from place to place.2.14 Following the retreat of the ice-sheet, the land once depressed by
the heavy ice began to rise, but at the same time the sea-level also rose as ice became water.
The land and sea are still readjusting in relation to each other. The map shows the rate of uplift
and subsidence (the negative values) in millimetres per year at the present timeIn areas like the
British Isles and its region, the interplay between global glacioeustatic sea-level rise and local
isostatic uplift is complex since the transformation of the land depends entirely upon the rate of
change of the two variables. To begin with, as the ice retreated, the north of Britain rose rapidly.
This is evident from the raised beaches and fossil cliff lines still clearly dominating the



landscapes of Jura in the Hebrides. And, as we have seen, the land in this region is still rising
more rapidly than the sea. In the south, however, the glacio-eustatic rise in sea-level soon
outstripped the rise in the land—a fact dramatically demonstrated by the ‘fossil forests’ that can
still be seen at low tides around the coasts of Britain. Current estimates suggest that in the south
relative sea-levels are rising at a rate of 2 millimetres per year, but that is likely to increase as
global warming caused by CO2 emissions begins to take effect.2.15 Raised shore-lines on the
north-east coast of the island of Islay in the Inner Hebrides. The old shore-line is now at a height
of 30 metres OD as the result of isostatic uplift following the melting of the ice-sheets. In
Scotland the uplift of the land has outpaced the rise in sea-levelFrom detailed observations
made in estuarine and coastal depositions the overall rise in mean sea-level in the coastal
waters around Britain since the last glacial episode can be worked out. The figures for the Dutch
coast suggest a rapid rise of some 7 metres from about 5500 BC to about 2000 BC with a slower
rise of a metre and a half from 2000 BC to the present day. But there was much regional
variation. As the isostatic and eustatic forces competed with each other, it is possible to identify
periods of rapid sea-level rise interspersed with episodes of much slower change. There were
also localized effects caused by changes in tidal amplitude and the prevalence of storm surges.
Taken together these factors mean that each region needs to be assessed in its own right.2.16
The gradual rise in sea-level from 5000 BC based on data from the NetherlandsBritain Takes
ShapeIn the warm period between the end of the Last Glacial Maximum and the brief cold of the
Younger Dryas–Loch Lomond stadial—a period known as the Bølling–Allerød interstadial in
continental terminology and the Windermere interstadial in British terminology—proto-Britain
was part of continental Europe. Viewed in the broader perspective the mountains of Scotland,
the Pennines, and Wales lay at the western limit of the vast North European Plain, which
stretched eastwards to the Urals. The rivers of the plain for the most part flowed northwards. The
Elbe and Weser and the rivers of eastern Britain from the Ouse northwards all emptied into the
incipient North Sea, which was beginning to form between the Shetland–Orkney ridge and the
mountains of Norway. The Rhine, Seine, and Thames flowed south-westwards into a proto-
Channel estuary, while a river flowing through what is now the Irish Sea drained the meltwater
from the remaining Scottish ice-sheet southwards into the Atlantic.Already proto-Britain was an
in-between territory: it looked eastwards as part of the great continental plain and it looked
westwards to the Atlantic and to the seaways of ocean-facing Europe. Irrespective of the
transient effects of ice ages, geography had already begun to determine the character of Britain.
The last cold spell of the Younger Dryas (10,900–9600 BC) probably saw little change to the
general topography of proto-Britain. The ice-caps increased in size and the sea-levels fell a little,
while the grassy plains and light woodlands with their herds of red deer and mammoth gave way
to tundra, the home of reindeer.The return to temperate conditions beginning around 9600 BC
set in train the processes that created the British Isles familiar to us today. The first stage was the
separation of Ireland from the mainland. This occurred around 9000 BC as the deep river valley,
scoured out by the flow of meltwater from the Scottish ice-cap, was progressively flooded by the



rising sea until the last land bridge between the north of Ireland and the Inner Hebrides was
broken through. The deeper water of St George’s Channel and the North Channel, now below 50
fathoms, mark the course of this original valley.The separation of Britain from the Continent
came later as the large expanse of lowlands, which archaeologists call Doggerland (after the
Dogger Bank), became gradually submerged by what is now the North Sea. In parallel with this,
the progressive flooding of the Channel River drove a widening wedge between southern Britain
and what is now northern France. Since the Thames and the Rhine flowed southwards into the
Channel estuary, the chalk ridge between Dover and Cap Gris Nez must already have been
breached. The progressive rise in sea-level would have widened the gap still further, allowing the
sea to penetrate further and further inland until all that remained to join Britain to the Continent
was a band of lowland hills stretching from East Anglia to the Low Countries, representing the
interfluve between the northern river system, of which the Ouse and Trent formed tributaries, and
the southern system incorporating the Rhine and Thames. The continued rise in sea-level finally
flooded the land bridge, allowing the free flow of maritime currents that turned Britain into an
island. The date of this event is in debate. Traditionally it was believed to be 7500–6500 BC, but
recent work on molluscs found in sequences of sediment, reflecting changes of habitat from
freshwater to marine conditions, suggests that the final breakthrough was significantly later,
between 5800 and 5400 BC, and it may be that it was not until 3800 BC, with an increasing tidal
range, that the Channel to North Sea connection was fully established. Even as late as the fifth
millennium BC a large tract of Doggerland remained unsubmerged as an island, and there may
have been lesser islands remaining between East Anglia and the Low Countries for some
considerable time.2.17 Britain in the early Holocene, c.9000 BCIt would be wrong to give the
impression that the process of inundation proceeded at a gradual and regular pace. There were
times of rapid sea-level rise, with one estimate of as much as 48 millimetres a year, enough to
make a noticeable difference over a single lifetime; at other times the rise was imperceptible.
There were also dramatic and far-reaching events. In the eastern coastal region of Scotland a
thick sand layer dated to around 5800 BC, identified at a number of scattered locations, seems
to represent a single exceptional storm surge that inundated huge areas of land. It is quite
possible that the event was the result of a tsunami occasioned by a massive submarine
landslide north-west of Norway, which may itself have been the result of an earthquake. An event
of this magnitude would have had a devastating, and perhaps irreversible, effect on the low-lying
Doggerland. Storm surges, whatever their causes, must have been frequent harbingers of
change at a time of sea-level rise. Communities living in low-lying coastal regions would have
been ever aware of the fragility of their environment in the face of encroaching sea.After about
2000 BC the rise in sea-level slowed considerably, and although change to coastal regions
continued, such changes as there were were more localized, and invariably more complex, as
other factors, such as the creation of sand and gravel bars by long-shore drift, the growth of
peatbogs, and alluviation, began to affect coastal topography. In some areas, like the Scilly Isles,
large tracts of land were lost and the single island fragmented into many. In other regions, like



Romney Marsh, the build-up of coastal bars led to the development of extensive tracts of new
land as marshes formed behind their protective shield. Coastal topography continued to change,
and still does. It is a reality with which over the next century we are all too likely to become
increasingly familiar.2.18 Britain c.5000 BC, just after the land bridge with the Continent had
been breachedNew Plants and Animals as the Climate Becomes WarmerThe sharp rise in
temperature after the end of the last glacial episode brought with it a change in vegetation as
tundra gave way to grassland and grass was replaced by woodland. So quickly did the tree
cover seem to spread that it may be that some hardy specimens had managed to survive the
cold of the preceding Younger Dryas. The regeneration seems to have followed a similar
progression in most areas: first came the grasses and shrubs, to be followed rapidly by birch
with some willow and aspen. Later, pine spread west and north but never as a dominant species.
By 8000 BC hazel had begun to dominate, and within the millennium a mixed forest of oak, elm,
alder, and hazel covered much of the land. There was, of course, local variation both in species
mix and in density of tree cover. Pine seems to have been more common towards the south and
east, but for the most part, over the 3,000 years or so following the last of the cold, Britain had
become a land of mixed oak forest relieved only by lakes and marshes and by the sparse
vegetation of the higher altitudes.With a change in vegetation came a change in fauna. Reindeer
seems to have retained a hold until the mid-tenth millennium, but it could not survive for long in
the rising temperatures and the rapidly spreading birch woodlands. As the woodland canopy
became denser and more varied, so new animals appeared: horse, aurochs, red deer, roe deer,
elk, and wild pig, together with otter and beaver. Wolf, dog, and badger also make an
appearance but may have arrived a little later. Contemporary sites in north Germany have also
provided evidence of brown bear, lynx, and wild cat. The lakes and marshes teemed with a
variety of waterfowl, while the sea offered fish in plenty, with seals and whales in the more
northerly waters. For a hunter-gatherer prepared to follow the herds and to move with the
seasons, there was no shortage of food.As human groups began to move into the wildwoods
and to manipulate them for their own needs, so the forest cover began to break up. Sometimes
humans were the catalyst for widespread changes leading to the formation of heathlands on the
thinner sandy soils or to blanket bogs in certain upland regions. After 4000 BC deliberate
clearance began to provide land for the growing of crops and for the pasturing of domestic
animals.But alongside these anthropogenic impacts, minor fluctuations in climate brought their
own changes. By 8000 BC the temperature had risen to levels higher than at present, but around
6200 BC there was a sudden cold spell lasting for a decade or two. Thereafter there was
comparatively little variation except towards the beginning of the first millennium, when the
previously warm, dry conditions gave way to a cooler, wetter phase. During the climatic
optimum, c.1250–c.1000 BC, cultivation could take place up to 400 metres above sea-level, but
as the weather became more stormy with mean temperatures falling by nearly 2 °C, the
shortened growing season meant that many upland settlements above 250 metres had to be
abandoned. Minor climatic fluctuations clearly affected communities living at the extremes, but



for the vast majority of the population these will have had comparatively little effect. Human
communities adapted quickly to the micro-environments offered by the islands and showed
significant flexibility in adjusting their economic strategies to the changes they faced.Cognitive
GeographiesHow the early Britons perceived the lands in which they lived is impossible to say
with any degree of certainty. Until around 6000 BC hunter-gatherer groups will have had little
conception of the major geomorphologic change going on around them, but thereafter the rate
of inundation and the catastrophic effects of storm surges were on such a scale that coastal
communities, particularly those around the fast-expanding North Sea, will have experienced
irreversible change within a lifetime. The sense of the sea as a force for change and as an
inundator would have become embedded within the folk memory. It might not be too fanciful to
suggest that the many traditional stories of inundation told in the early medieval period derive
from very distant memories passed from one generation to the next—legends that would remind
communities of the fickle behaviour of the ocean and of the liminal nature of the interface
between land and sea. In this way they will have built up a cognitive geography of their
landscapes.For those used to exploiting territories in the southern North Sea region, the
eventual separation of Britain from continental Europe, probably in the fifth millennium BC, may
have given some awareness of Britain’s growing isolation but little sense of its true island nature.
When the concept of island Britain first became understood, we can only speculate. In the east it
may have only gradually come into consciousness as the last of the land between Essex and the
Low Countries disappeared beneath the sea, but in the west the sense of separation between
Britain and the adjacent continent was very real, especially for those attempting to make the sea
journey. Perhaps the different geographies led to different concepts of space. In the east, the
land was the dominant feature: it was a place of marshlands, inlets, and rivers that could be
navigated on foot or by boat following watercourses and coast-lines. The west was entirely
different. It was a land of promontories confronting the ocean. Movement over any distance
meant taking to the sea and making journeys out of sight of land. The movement of hunter-
gatherer communities into Ireland can only have been accomplished by taking long sea journeys
across the dividing waters and, as we shall see later, there is evidence to suggest that even
longer voyages were occasionally made. While the peoples of western Britain may not have
conceived of their land as an island, they will have been all too aware of the sea as a dominant
reality. The experience of different personal geographies led to very different perceptions of
space and to different attitudes to mobility.Britain as an IslandStrabo, Diodorus Siculus, and
Caesar, writing in the first century BC, were well aware that Britain and Ireland were islands, but
the origin of this knowledge is not immediately apparent. Herodotus, in the fifth century BC, had
heard of offshore islands in this part of Europe, but his awareness was vague and was probably
based on travellers’ tales eventually reaching the Greek colony of Massalia (Marseille). A more
likely source for the information used by first-century writers is Pytheas, himself a native of
Massalia, who explored the north-western fringes of Europe in about 320 BC and probably
circumnavigated Britain as part of his expedition. Pytheas’ description of these remote regions



was well known to later writers like Timaeus and Eratosthenes, and it was through them that his
observations were made accessible to the first-century BC writers whose texts survive today.
Indeed, Strabo acknowledges Pytheas as a source for some of his information about Britain,
even though he is dismissive of much of what Pytheas says.Pytheas’ journey was, by any
standards, a remarkable achievement. The simplest interpretation of the tantalizing scraps of
information that survive is that he used local ships, reaching Cornwall from Brittany and then
travelling northwards along the Irish Sea to the Shetlands. There is the possibility that he went on
to Iceland, or at least talked to people who had been there, before sailing south along the east
coast and then westwards along the south coast, returning home, presumably via Brittany, the
way he had come. How long the journey took, and how many detours he made, we can only
guess. His own claim that he ‘traversed the whole of Prettanikē accessible by foot’ suggests that
it was a thorough exploration, while his detailed knowledge of the amber production on the coast
of Jutland hints of at least one possible excursion.The picture of Britain that Pytheas brought
back to the Mediterranean world is probably most closely reported in the descriptions given by
Diodorus Siculus more than two centuries later:Britain is triangular in shape, much as is Sicily,
but its sides are not equal. The island stretches obliquely along the coast of Europe, and the
point where it is least distant from the continent, we are told, is the promontory which men call
Kantion [the Isle of Thanet] and this is about 100 stades [19 kilometres] from the mainland, at
the place where the sea has its outlet, whereas the second promontory, known as Belerion
[Land’s End], is said to be a voyage of four days from the mainland, and the last, writers tell us,
extends out into the open sea and is named Orcas [Orkney]. Of the sides of Britain, the shortest,
which extends along Europe, is 7,500 stades [1,400 kilometres], the second from the Strait to
the tip [at the north] is 15,000 stades [2,800 kilometres], and the last is 20,000 stades [3,700
kilometres], so the entire circuit of the island amounts to 42,500 stades [7,900
kilometres].BRITAIN BEGINSBRITAIN BEGINSBRITAIN BEGINSBARRY CUNLIFFEBRITAIN
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of the human condition that we feel the need to visualize a past. The enormous popularity of
family history is a reflection of this. Centuries ago, before parish records, census returns, and
computerized databases, it was the family Bible, passed from one generation to the next,
accreting the family names as it travelled through time, that served as a record of the passing
generations. For those who could afford it, family tombs provided a more visible way of
proclaiming ancestry. Go back even further, into the early second millennium BC, and the time-
marks recording the generations were visible for all to see in the sinuous rows of tumuli standing
sombre against the skyline. An elder at the time would have been able to use the different
shapes, sizes, and positions of these burial mounds to instruct the young about the succession
of tribal ancestors and their heroic deeds.We root ourselves in ancestors and we are curious
about our origins. So it has always been. If hard information is lacking, imagination takes over
and myths are created. All societies relish a good origin myth. For the early Greeks living
between mountains and the Aegean like ‘frogs around a pond’, Ocean featured large in their
imaginings. One particularly satisfying myth presented the beginning of the world in terms of the
coupling of Thetis, goddess of freshwater rivers, with the salty Oceanus. From their union all
things flowed. The barbarian Celts had different ideas. They believed they were descended from
Father Dis (Dis Pater), a god of the dead who resided in the west, where the sun set. In the Irish
tradition he is Donn, ‘the Dark One’, who lives on a rocky island off the south-west coast of
Ireland, where all his descendants are made welcome when they die. For the Christians, whose
early myths were those of desert peoples, perfection and happiness lay in a lush, well-watered
garden—so it was that the imagery of the Garden of Eden became the dominant myth.Origin
myths are the product of lively imaginations vividly conscious of the world around them but
unrestrained by anything as dull as reality. Passed down from generation to generation, they
provide reassurance—fixed points in the flux and seeming chaos of everyday life—offering
values and constraints to guide moral behaviour. But they also have a flexibility in the retelling,
shifting shape as society changes and becoming more sophisticated in emphasis the better to



serve the political imperatives of the changing times.As knowledge increases, and accurate
observation of the real world takes hold, a dialogue begins and confrontation inevitably results.
Old myths recede and new myths are created embracing the new-found evidence. These in turn
are modified and replaced as more data become available, and so the process begins to take on
the mantle of scientific investigation, with observations leading to hypotheses that can be tested,
to be accepted, modified, or rejected. In this way we progress from myth towards an
understanding of the past as it really was. But the emphasis here must be on the word ‘towards’
since our vision of the past is always changing. The cherished beliefs of today, so painstakingly
constructed and rigorously checked, will inevitably have to be modified tomorrow.This book
attempts to do two things: first, to give an account of how past writers have tried to understand
the peoples of these islands and where they have come from, and then to offer a narrative of the
first 12,000 years or so of the British and Irish based on current understandings. Any such
narrative must, of course, be highly selective. This is not an archaeology of early Britain and
Ireland. Others have given excellent up-to-date accounts, and no doubt more will follow in the
years to come, attempting to keep up with the increasing flood of new data. The detritus of the
past is eternally fascinating (and I have spent long years digging it up and trying to make some
sense of it). But in this narrative the artefacts and, to some extent, the monuments are made to
recede into the background so that we can better focus on the people who fashioned and used
them. These people were driven by their inner chemistry to behave in particular ways: they were
inquisitive, acquisitive, and aggressive, and they created behavioural systems to maintain an
equilibrium, albeit unstable, so that different societies could live in comparative harmony. They
were also conditioned by the environment in which they lived—an archipelago of islands
dominated by the sea on the fringes of the European continent. The restless nature of
humankind and the ever-present sea created a population for which mobility was a defining
characteristic. Mobility, connectivity, and the sea are the themes that thread through this
narrative.An archaeologist writing of the past must be constantly aware that the past is, in truth,
unknowable. The best we can do is to offer approximations based on the fragments of hard
evidence that we have to hand, ever conscious that we are interpreters. Like the myth-makers of
the distant past, we are creating stories about our origins and ancestors conditioned by the
world in which we live.For an archaeologist these are exciting times. The amount of new data
coming daily from excavations is huge, while the analytical techniques used to study them are
constantly being improved. Add to this stable isotope studies of human remains and input from
geneticists and our understanding of the human past changes exponentially. What is offered
here is a single perspective crystallized at a particular moment—next year the story will have
changed. Herein lies the excitement of the subject.B.C.OxfordDecember 2011PREFACEIT is
part of the human condition that we feel the need to visualize a past. The enormous popularity of
family history is a reflection of this. Centuries ago, before parish records, census returns, and
computerized databases, it was the family Bible, passed from one generation to the next,
accreting the family names as it travelled through time, that served as a record of the passing



generations. For those who could afford it, family tombs provided a more visible way of
proclaiming ancestry. Go back even further, into the early second millennium BC, and the time-
marks recording the generations were visible for all to see in the sinuous rows of tumuli standing
sombre against the skyline. An elder at the time would have been able to use the different
shapes, sizes, and positions of these burial mounds to instruct the young about the succession
of tribal ancestors and their heroic deeds.We root ourselves in ancestors and we are curious
about our origins. So it has always been. If hard information is lacking, imagination takes over
and myths are created. All societies relish a good origin myth. For the early Greeks living
between mountains and the Aegean like ‘frogs around a pond’, Ocean featured large in their
imaginings. One particularly satisfying myth presented the beginning of the world in terms of the
coupling of Thetis, goddess of freshwater rivers, with the salty Oceanus. From their union all
things flowed. The barbarian Celts had different ideas. They believed they were descended from
Father Dis (Dis Pater), a god of the dead who resided in the west, where the sun set. In the Irish
tradition he is Donn, ‘the Dark One’, who lives on a rocky island off the south-west coast of
Ireland, where all his descendants are made welcome when they die. For the Christians, whose
early myths were those of desert peoples, perfection and happiness lay in a lush, well-watered
garden—so it was that the imagery of the Garden of Eden became the dominant myth.Origin
myths are the product of lively imaginations vividly conscious of the world around them but
unrestrained by anything as dull as reality. Passed down from generation to generation, they
provide reassurance—fixed points in the flux and seeming chaos of everyday life—offering
values and constraints to guide moral behaviour. But they also have a flexibility in the retelling,
shifting shape as society changes and becoming more sophisticated in emphasis the better to
serve the political imperatives of the changing times.As knowledge increases, and accurate
observation of the real world takes hold, a dialogue begins and confrontation inevitably results.
Old myths recede and new myths are created embracing the new-found evidence. These in turn
are modified and replaced as more data become available, and so the process begins to take on
the mantle of scientific investigation, with observations leading to hypotheses that can be tested,
to be accepted, modified, or rejected. In this way we progress from myth towards an
understanding of the past as it really was. But the emphasis here must be on the word ‘towards’
since our vision of the past is always changing. The cherished beliefs of today, so painstakingly
constructed and rigorously checked, will inevitably have to be modified tomorrow.This book
attempts to do two things: first, to give an account of how past writers have tried to understand
the peoples of these islands and where they have come from, and then to offer a narrative of the
first 12,000 years or so of the British and Irish based on current understandings. Any such
narrative must, of course, be highly selective. This is not an archaeology of early Britain and
Ireland. Others have given excellent up-to-date accounts, and no doubt more will follow in the
years to come, attempting to keep up with the increasing flood of new data. The detritus of the
past is eternally fascinating (and I have spent long years digging it up and trying to make some
sense of it). But in this narrative the artefacts and, to some extent, the monuments are made to



recede into the background so that we can better focus on the people who fashioned and used
them. These people were driven by their inner chemistry to behave in particular ways: they were
inquisitive, acquisitive, and aggressive, and they created behavioural systems to maintain an
equilibrium, albeit unstable, so that different societies could live in comparative harmony. They
were also conditioned by the environment in which they lived—an archipelago of islands
dominated by the sea on the fringes of the European continent. The restless nature of
humankind and the ever-present sea created a population for which mobility was a defining
characteristic. Mobility, connectivity, and the sea are the themes that thread through this
narrative.An archaeologist writing of the past must be constantly aware that the past is, in truth,
unknowable. The best we can do is to offer approximations based on the fragments of hard
evidence that we have to hand, ever conscious that we are interpreters. Like the myth-makers of
the distant past, we are creating stories about our origins and ancestors conditioned by the
world in which we live.For an archaeologist these are exciting times. The amount of new data
coming daily from excavations is huge, while the analytical techniques used to study them are
constantly being improved. Add to this stable isotope studies of human remains and input from
geneticists and our understanding of the human past changes exponentially. What is offered
here is a single perspective crystallized at a particular moment—next year the story will have
changed. Herein lies the excitement of the subject.B.C.OxfordDecember 2011CONTENTSList
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BeginningMYTHS AND ANCESTORSTO the early classical authors trying to conceptualize the
fringes of the world from the comforts of the Mediterranean, the distant offshore islands of
Britain were places of mystery and of promise. Set far out into the surrounding ocean, they were
liminal places—places where normal rules held no sway, places where anything could
happen.By the fifth century BC rumours of the far west had begun to circulate in the
Mediterranean. The Greek historian Herodotus, writing at this time, had heard tell of Atlantic
islands known as the Cassiterides where the all-important tin was to be had. But Herodotus was
a careful scholar and felt bound to tell us that he had no supporting evidence—it was merely
hearsay that he was reporting. Yet the stories persisted and it became widely held that the
Cassiterides were part of the Britannic Isles. Such a view may well have lain behind the Roman
belief that Britain was rich in metals and was thus worthy of conquest. But in the popular
imagination Britain was always seen as a place of mysteries—of mists with creatures half-man
and half-beast emerging from the gloom to strike fear into the hearts of civilized beings. To Julius
Caesar, who had spent some months on the main island, it was the place where Druidism was
believed to have originated, and he advised that those who wanted to study the religion should
make a journey to seek out the ancient wisdoms of the isles.Caesar’s brief expeditions to the
south-east of Britain in 55 and 54 BC, and the conquest initiated in AD 43 by Claudius, brought
Britain firmly into the realms of the known world. The indigenous people could be observed first
hand, their customs described, and their origins speculated about. The Roman historian
Cornelius Tacitus, writing at the end of the first century AD, had the great advantage that his
father-in-law, Julius Agricola, had served in Britain in the early 60s and had been governor of the
island from AD 78 to AD 84, during which time he had campaigned widely in the north, his
troops exploring as far into the unknown as the Orkney Islands. Tacitus was, no doubt, well
informed by the retired governor when he came to write his famous book Agricola, and gave a
glowing account of the general’s activities in the island.Early on in his narrative Tacitus presents
an account of the land and the people, prefacing it, a little immodestly perhaps, ‘Where my
predecessors relied on graces and style to make their guesswork sound attractive, I shall offer
ascertained fact.’ In a brief introduction to the nature of the island, he shows a fascination with
the ocean: ‘nowhere does the sea hold wider sway: it carries to and fro in its motion a mass of
tidal currents and in its ebb and flow it does not stop at the coast but penetrates deep
inland’ (Agricola 10). He then moves on to consider the local population: ‘Who the first
inhabitants of Britain were, whether natives or immigrants, is open to question: one must
remember we are dealing with barbarians.’ After this brilliant one-liner so typical of the man he
cannot resist offering a few speculations of his own:But their physical characteristics vary, and
the variation is suggestive. The reddish hair and large limbs of the Caledonians proclaim a
German origin; the swarthy faces of the Silures, the tendency of the hair to curl and the fact that
Spain lies opposite, all lead one to believe that Spaniards crossed in ancient times and occupied
that part of the country. The people nearest to the Gauls likewise resemble them. It may be that
they still show the effect of a common origin; or perhaps it is climatic conditions that have



produced this physical type in lands that converge so closely from north to south. On the whole,
however, it seems likely that Gauls settled on the island lying so close to their shores. In both
countries you find the same ritual and religious beliefs. There is no great difference in their
language …(Agricola 11)It is a remarkable piece of writing, rigorous in its presentation but full of
insights. Here he is putting forward hypotheses based on observation and in doing so is
providing a vision that was to be reiterated from time to time until the nineteenth century. Yet after
this burst of objectivity he cannot resist the temptation to moralize, ending the paragraph with a
comparison of the hardy, spirited Britons and the neighbouring Gauls, for many generations
under Roman rule, ‘enervated by protracted peace’. The idea of the noble savage and the
decadent Roman world is never far from his critical gaze.Ninety years before Claudius set in
train the conquest of the island, Caesar had made two brief incursions into the south-east of the
country, fighting his way through Kent and into Essex and Hertfordshire, accepting the
submission of a number of local tribes as he went. His war commentaries Bellum Gallicum (‘The
Gallic War’) are enlivened with brief accounts of the peoples he encountered. He is less
concerned with origins than Tacitus but offers one piece of information:The interior of Britain is
inhabited by people who claim, on the strength of their own tradition, to be indigenous. The
coastal areas are inhabited by invaders who crossed from Belgium for the sake of plunder and
then, when the fighting was over, settled there and began to work the land; these people have
almost all kept the names of the tribes from which they originated. The population is extremely
large.(B Gall. 5.12)After describing the shape and size of the island, Caesar goes on to say that
the most civilized of the Britons live in Kent and follow a lifestyle much like that of the Gauls,
adding thatAll the Britons dye their bodies with woad, which produces a blue colour and gives
them a wild appearance in battle. They wear their hair long; every other part of their body, except
for the upper lip, they shave.(B Gall. 5.14)This single account was avidly seized upon by
commentators in the sixteenth century, at a time when the ancient Britons were coming in for
renewed attention, to provide the first visual representations of imagined Britons (p. 16).Much of
what Caesar and Tacitus had to say of the Britons was based on contemporary observation, in
Caesar’s case first hand, but the classical world already had some knowledge of these remote
offshore islands. The earliest account comes from an ancient source quoted in the Ora Maritima
(‘Sea-Coasts’), a Roman poem of the fourth century AD which, in rather florid language,
describes the sea-route from Massalia (Marseille) along the coast of Iberia and through the
Strait of Gibraltar into the Atlantic seaways. The individual sources used in the poem are not
properly attributed, but some scholars believe that the author, Avienus, made use of a Greek
periplus (a navigation manual) from as early as the sixth century BC. There is much confusion
and contortion in the way that the sources are spliced together, but the line relevant to our
discussion is clear enough: ‘There is a two-day journey for a ship to the Holy Island—thus the
ancients called it. This island, large in extent of the land, lies between the waves. The race of the
Hierni inhabits it far and wide. Again, the island of the Albiones lies near …’ (Ora Maritima, line
108). The name Holy Island is probably the creation of a scribe confusing the native name of



Ireland, Hiweros, with the Greek hieros, meaning ‘sacred’. In the Celtic language ‘Iweros’ means
the ‘fat’, or fertile, land. The neighbouring island of Albion, in the context used here, is Britain.
Why Britain has two names is explained by the Elder Pliny in the first century BC when he refers
to ‘Britannia Island, famed in Greek and in our own records … Albion was its own name when all
were called the Britannias.’ The implication would seem to be that Pliny knew the whole cluster
of islands as the Britannias, while the main island was known by the locals as Albion: he writes in
the past tense, suggesting that the name was ancient.While Avienus certainly made use of an
ancient periplus to describe the journey from Massalia to the Tagus estuary, it remains a
possibility that the more northerly references to Britain and Ireland come from another source.
One contender for this is the work of the Greek explorer Pytheas, who about 320 BC journeyed
overland from his native Massalia to the Atlantic and then by sea northward to Armorica
(Brittany) and to Britain, which he appears to have circumnavigated before returning home to
record his observations in a written text, On the Ocean. The book no longer survives, but it was
widely read at the time and was used by later writers as a source for their own accounts of the
Outer Ocean and its peoples.It is quite probable that the description of Britain given by the
Greek writer Diodorus Siculus in the first century BC derives wholly or largely from Pytheas.
What is of particular interest is that he calls the island ‘Pretannia’ (Greek ‘Prettanikē’), that is ‘the
island of the Pretani, or Priteni’. ‘Pretani’ is a Celtic word that probably means ‘the painted ones’
or ‘the tattooed folk’, referring to body decoration—a reminder of Caesar’s observations of woad-
painted barbarians. In all probability the word ‘Pretani’ is an ethnonym (the name by which the
people knew themselves), but it remains an outside possibility that it was their continental
neighbours who described them thus to the Greek explorers.If we are correct in ascribing the
information in Diodorus’ description to Pytheas, then the inhabitants of Albion were known as
Pretani as early as the fourth century BC. The name Pretannia features in the writings of Strabo
at the beginning of the first century AD, but now the alternative spelling ‘Britannia’ makes an
appearance as well. It was as Britannia that the island was known to the Romans throughout the
period of occupation, and so it has remained. The P-spelling, however, continued in parts of
Celtic-speaking Britain, appearing in the name Picti, used for the indigenous people north of the
Antonine Wall. The Celtic spelling is still used in Welsh, where the name for Britain is
Prydain.After the period of initial contact in the first century AD, the classical authors paid little
attention to the ethnicity of the British other than mentioning, with evident distaste, the behaviour
of some of the remote tribes they encountered in the north—the indigenous Picti, or the Scotti
and Attacotti who came as raiders from Ireland. After all, the bulk of the population had settled
down as Roman subjects and citizens; the rest were simply barbarians.A View from WithinWith
the spread of Christianity, with its own very explicit set of origin myths, the educated elite of
Britain needed to exercise an imaginative agility to blend the traditions surrounding their own
origins with the biblical stories of the Creation and the Flood. In Genesis the Bible presented a
strong narrative, complete with vividly drawn characters, covering the first chapter of human
existence up to the time of the Flood. The precise ages given for the leading individual enabled



the numerate clergy to calculate that this—the First Age of the World, as they called it—lasted
2,242 years. With the Flood the population was reduced to Noah and his family, and so the
Second Age began. Noah, we are told, had three sons, who, after the waters had subsided, set
out with their wives to populate the world, Shem to Asia, Ham to Africa, and Japheth to Europe.
Leaving aside the slight difficulties of how all this was achieved, the story had a comforting
simplicity and provided a vivid first act for the history of the world, its authority guaranteed. All
that the British scholars had to do was to link Japheth with their own local origin myth.The other
good story that was widely known among the educated classes was the saga of the Trojan War
and the flight of Aeneas to the west. In the story told by Virgil, Aeneas, son of Anchises and the
goddess Venus, fled from the flames of Troy and, after a brief dalliance in Carthage, landed on
the Italian coast in Latinum, where he married the king’s daughter Lavinia and founded the town
of Lavinium. Several generations later, after the paternal intervention of the god Mars, the twins
Romulus and Remus were born. An act of fratricide left Romulus triumphant and he proceeded
to found Rome. The legend, redolent with love, rape, treachery, and murder, appealed to the
Roman audience, the more so after it was retold in the elegant verses of Virgil. It provided Rome
with a ‘history’ rooted deep in the classical tradition, legitimizing Rome’s claim to world
leadership. Moreover, it was a history told in human terms with which it was easy for the citizen
in the street to empathize.For the Christian clergy who emerged as the intellectual elite in Britain
after the collapse of Roman rule early in the fifth century, the challenge was to create a historical
narrative that brought local beliefs about the origin of the British into line with the biblical tradition
while at the same time endowing British history with a nobility that could compete with other
emerging European states. An added challenge was to build into that history the events of the
recent past that had seen the Picti of the far north join with the Scotti of Ireland in a series of
raids on the province of Britannia in the late fourth century. Later, in the fifth century, Germanic
peoples from the Continent had crossed the North Sea to settle in the south of the island, while
the Scotti had begun to extend into the north-west of the island—the region that later became
known as Scotland. To a historian looking back on these two centuries the mobility of
populations was an ever-present reality: it provided a model for constructing a more distant
past.Two Christian scholars rose to the occasion: Bede, whose famous Ecclesiastical History of
the English People (Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum) was completed in AD 731, and
Nennius, who created a compendium of texts relating to British history around AD 800 or soon
after. The two works could not have been more different.Bede had been sent by his parents at
the age of 7 to the monastery of St Peter at Wearmouth in Northumbria, later transferring to the
monastery of St Paul at Jarrow, where he spent the rest of his life in devotion and scholarship.
His History was, as its full title implies, focused on the English Church, but the story is framed
within the broader narrative of English history, written in a clear and vigorous style, colourful in its
detail. On the origins of the British he is all too brief. There are presently, he says, four nations
living on the island, English, British, Scots, and Picts. The indigenous people were the Britons,
‘who, according to tradition, crossed into Britain from Armorica’. Later, Picti from Scythia



(probably meaning north-western Europe) sailed first to Ireland and then were directed by the
locals to continue to Britain to settle in the north of the island. Later still, the Scotti from northern
Ireland settled in the western parts of northern Britain; and finally the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes
from across the North Sea colonized the south of the country. What is remarkable in Bede’s neat
and succinct narrative is that there is no attempt to engage with origin myths. He is content to
present a brief overview, largely free from speculation, and then move on to firmer ground.The
work of Nennius, Historia Brittonum, written in the early ninth century, was a more eclectic
composition. Nennius was a Welsh monk working in north Wales. His method was highly
original. Instead of attempting to compose a continuous narrative, he presented a compilation of
extracts culled from all the sources at his disposal: in his own words, ‘I have … made a heap of
all that I have found, both from the Annals of the Romans and from the Chronicles of the Holy
Fathers and from the writings of the Irish and the English, and out of the tradition of our elders.’
These extracts are laid out in broadly defined themes, allowing us to compare the different
sources and to see for the first time the early Christian scholars grappling with the problem of
British origins.Three traditions are presented. The first is the Roman tradition, which begins with
Aeneas fleeing from Troy. The novel element introduced here is the creation of a new character,
Britto, a grandson to Aeneas, who accidentally killed his father and was driven from Italy. After
spending time in Gaul, he eventually came to Britain, which was of course named after him, and
‘filled it with his race’. By this neat addition, the British are provided with a respectable pedigree
equal to that of the Romans themselves.The second tradition is more elaborate. It comes, says
Nennius, ‘from old books of our elders’. It begins with Alanus ‘of the race of Japheth’, who was
the first man to enter Europe. He had three sons, who between them produced twelve sons,
each of whom founded one of the nations of Europe. One of these sons was Britto. Thus, in this
pleasingly simple model, the British can be traced back directly to Noah and then to Adam.The
third tradition is an elaboration offering a direct line of descent from Japheth, through Aeneas, to
a new character, Brutus, the founder of the British nation. This ingenious conflation, no doubt the
product of the lively imagination of an unnamed British cleric, offers all things to all men: the
British are now firmly placed in the European family that springs from Noah while being of the
same stock as the founder of Rome and thus directly connected to a major event in world
history, the fall of Troy. The tradition of Brutus as the father of the British people was compellingly
satisfying. It was a story that was to be told and retold with many embellishments for almost a
millennium. Even as late as the sixteenth century, as we shall see, it was still being vigorously
championed, though in an academic world becoming increasingly sceptical. We shall return to
Brutus again in a moment.Nennius also had access to several traditions relating to the peopling
of Ireland. The most extensive tells of repeated incursions from Spain. The first group was wiped
out by plague. The second remained many years but eventually returned home. Of the third
group, after various mishaps, only one ship-load survived and it was their descendants who
peopled the island. A separate tradition—ascribed by Nennius specifically to Irish scholars—
traces the ancestry of the Spaniards who came to Ireland back to the Egyptians. A helpful gloss



added by a later scribe reminds the reader that ‘there is … nothing certain about the history of
the origins of the Irish’. Clearly, he was not impressed by what he was copying!The ‘Irish
scholars’ whom Nennius mentions would have had at their disposal oral traditions of some
antiquity, dating from long before the Christian era. These they would have transcribed and
edited, making them fit for a Christian readership. The earliest extant text is the Lebor Gabála
Érenn, or Book of Invasions of Ireland, compiled in the eleventh century from a collection of
earlier poems of the kind that would have been available to Nennius. The result is a confusing
confection of myths, traditions, and inventions, wildly anachronistic but designed to give comfort
and reassurance by linking Irish origins to the biblical story, so distancing it from its pagan reality.
Simply summarized, Ireland was believed to have been colonized in a series of invasions by the
descendants of Japheth. ‘From Magog, son of Japheth are descended the people who came to
Ireland before the Gaels.’ And thus they are listed: Partholón, Nemed, and Nemed’s descendants
—‘Gáileóin and Fir Domnann and Fir Bolg and Tuatha de Danann’. The Fir Bolg were defeated
and driven into the west by the Tuatha de Danann (‘the People of the Goddess Danu’). Then
come the sons of Míl from Spain, whose descendants the Gaels thereafter became the
dominant race on the island.The recurring reference to Spain as the origin of the Irish invaders
may simply be a mistaken belief on the part of the monks who composed the text that the Latin
name for Ireland, Hibernia, was derived from ‘Iberia’. However, given the archaeological
evidence, which demonstrates long-term contacts along the Atlantic seaways in the prehistoric
period, it may just be that the early oral traditions used by the monks preserved echoes of folk
memories going back far in time. While folk traditions cannot be taken as evidence for past
events, they should not be dismissed as entirely irrelevant.The Story of Brutus RetoldThe
sketchy story of Brutus and his journey to Britain continued to be told, but it was bereft of detail
and a yawning gap remained in the history of the country from the arrival of Brutus until the
classical sources began to take up the narrative around the time of Julius Caesar’s intervention.
When Henry of Huntingdon wrote his history of Britain in the early twelfth century, he could find
nothing about the early inhabitants and was forced to begin this story with the Romans. Imagine,
then, the surprise and delight of the small educated elite when, around 1135, a cleric living in
Oxford published a complete history of the British ruling dynasty from Brutus, grandson of
Aeneas, to Cadwallader, the last historically attested British king, who abandoned Britain to the
Saxons in the seventh century. The cleric was Geoffrey of Monmouth and his book, Historia
Regnum Britanniae (translated as History of the Kings of Britain).Geoffrey was of Welsh birth
and may have come from Caerleon-on-Usk, which he refers to frequently and evidently knew
well. By the 1120s he was resident in Oxford, quite possibly serving as a canon at the secular
college of St George, run by Augustinian canons on the island of Osney just west of the city. It
was here that he wrote his Historia. Later, in 1151, he became bishop elect of St Asaph in
Flintshire, though he seems not to have taken up residence, spending his last four years in
London, where he died in 1155.Historia Regnum Britanniae is a detailed account of British
‘history’ packed with stories that had never before been heard. How did Geoffrey learn all of



this? His answer was simply that his friend Walter, the archdeacon of Oxford, gave him ‘a certain
very ancient book written in the British language’ which he had brought from ‘outside the
country’ (ex Britannia). Geoffrey claims that he translated this text into straightforward Latin,
making a précis of it and adding sections of his own, to create the Historia. Where the ancient
book is supposed to have come from is not entirely clear. While it could have been Wales,
Brittany is a more likely place of origin. But the outstanding, and unanswerable, question is, did
such a book ever exist? There is no trace of it either physically or as a source used by others. It
could be, as many have suggested, that Geoffrey simply made up the entire history,
embroidering around the tales and speculations contained in texts such as Gildas and Nennius
(sources which he did have to hand) a complete fabrication of his own. That said, there will
always be the sneaking possibility that an old Breton text really did sit on Geoffrey’s desk as he
wrote—we shall never know for sure.Geoffrey was not without his critics. The great Welsh
historian Giraldus Cambrensis (1146–1220), although he wanted to believe the British history,
wondered why there was no corroboration from other sources. William of Newburgh, writing
about 1190 in his Historia Rerum Anglicarum, was more forthright: ‘It is quite clear that
everything this man wrote about Arthur and his successors, or indeed about his predecessors
from Vortigern onwards, was made up, partly by himself and partly by others either from an
inordinate love of lying or for the sake of pleasing the Britons.’ But these were lone voices.
Geoffrey’s Historia conveniently filled a great gap in British history. It told stories about times past
that were vivid and compelling, and it provided a continuous narrative peopled with characters
that were both human in their behaviour and noble in their aspirations—characters one could be
proud to claim as ancestors. In other words, Geoffrey had provided a British history that
everyone wanted to believe in. It is hardly surprising that the Historia was still being championed
400 years later.Geoffrey begins with a greatly embellished version of the Brutus myth, already
outlined 300 years earlier by Nennius. After spending time in Gaul sacking Aquitaine and fighting
a major battle at Tours, Brutus decides to sail to the island of Albion, eventually landing at Totnes
at the time when Eli was high priest (c.1170 BC). He found the island uninhabited ‘except for a
few giants’. ‘Brutus then called the island Britain from his own name, and his companions he
called Britons … A little later the language of the people, which had up to then been known as
Trojan or Crooked Greek, was called British …’. After killing all the giants Brutus divided up his
kingdom and built his capital, Troia Nova, on the River Thames. This soon became known as
Trinovantum but was later renamed Kaerlud by King Lud: thus it became London.And so the
story continues with a succession of kings and other colourful characters: Bladud, who built
Bath; King Lear and his three daughters; Brennus, who campaigned through Gaul and besieged
Rome; and King Lud and his brother Cassivellaunus, bringing us up to the time of the invasion of
Julius Caesar. The Roman interlude is covered in some detail, mentioning a number of real
historical figures, before the narrative returns again to a more shadowy pseudo-history with King
Coel of Colchester.The coming of the Saxons and the British resistance provide the structure of
the latter part of the book, featuring the story of King Arthur, told in extravagant and loving detail.



The story ends with the Britons being driven into Wales, some fleeing across the seas to
Armorica (which becomes Brittany). The Saxons take possession of much of the island, but a
mysterious voice tells Cadwallader, the last of the British kings, that one day the Britons will
return to reclaim their lost kingdom.It is evident that, leaving aside the ‘very ancient book’,
Geoffrey had access to a wide range of sources. His Roman episodes are informed by a number
of classical texts, while for the post-Roman period he was heavily reliant on Gildas, Bede, and
Nennius, but even in these sections there is much in his extended presentation that is original
and must have come either from sources now lost or from his own creative imagination. For the
pre-Roman period he uses the sketch of the Brutus story provided by Nennius, again filling out
the narrative, but the succession of personalities and events covering the thousand years
between Brutus and Cassivellaunus (who appears in Caesar’s Commentaries) is entirely novel.
Again we are forced back to the question, how much did he invent? For our purposes it does not
much matter. What is important is that in the early twelfth century Britain had been provided with
a highly readable, even racy, narrative ‘history’. It was a strong story, vividly told, with comforting
authority and assurance. Britain now had a noble past—a past which the emerging nation would
find inspiring. The popularity of the Historia is reflected in the fact that nearly 200 manuscript
copies survive today.1.1 An illustrated manuscript of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s book History of the
Kings of Britain showing Brutus the founder of the British setting sail for the islandThe Historia
was more than just a good story—it was a text that had a strong emotional and political appeal.
King Arthur had battled to protect the Britons of Britain and Brittany from oppression and had
promised to return to save them. It was hardly surprising, then, that the Bretons should
successfully petition that the heir to the Angevin empire, Henry II’s grandson, should be called
Arthur. Enthusiasm for the Arthurian romance grew apace. A few years later what were claimed
to be the bodies of Arthur and Guinevere were exhumed at Glastonbury and Richard I could
present what purported to be Arthur’s sword, Excalibur, to Tancred of Sicily. Throughout the
Middle Ages the Historia Regnum Britanniae continued to be regarded as a standard work of
reference even though doubts were occasionally expressed about the earlier sections. John
Rous, writing in the early fifteenth century, felt the need for an explanation of how there could
have been giants in Albion before the arrival of Brutus, but, at about the same time, John
Whethamstede, abbot of St Albans, rejected the story of Brutus altogether. Whethamstede’s
criticisms were probably shared by a growing number of scholars, but the accession of Henry
Tudor to the British throne in 1485 gave the Historia a new lease of life. Henry was a Welshman
and, as his supporters were keen to point out, his ‘conquest’ of England fulfilled the prophecy
made to the last king of the Britons, Cadwallader, that his successor would once again rule the
whole of Britain. A year after the battle of Bosworth (1485) the new king, Henry VII, named his
son and heir Arthur, much to the delight of the Welsh.The popularity of the Historia among the
Tudors and their supporters made scholars think twice about offering criticism of its validity.
Indeed, some decided to embellish the story still further. One such was Hector Boece (Boethius;
1465–1536), a Scotsman whose Scotorum Historiae a Prima Gentis Origine was published in



1527. His contribution was to introduce Scota, daughter of a pharaoh and a Greek prince, as the
founder of the Scots, expanding on a story recorded by Nennius. He also revised the exploits of
Arthur to the benefit of the Scots. But it was the Englishman John Bale (1495–1563), bishop of
Ossory, who was to offer the most far-reaching amplification of Geoffrey’s work in his book
Illustrium Maioris Britanniae, published in 1548. While accepting the Brutus story and what
followed, Bale was concerned to give Britain a pre-Brutus history, which he did by constructing
two family trees, beginning with Noah. The first began with Noah’s son Japheth, whose son
Samothes became the first king of the Gauls and of Britain a thousand years before Brutus. It
was the successors of Samothes who were responsible for introducing a range of skills into the
island: astronomy, political science, urban design, philosophy, Druidism, music, and poetry. A
second, and separate, dynasty sprang from Noah’s evil son, Ham: it included Osiris and,
eventually, Neptune, whose liaison with Amphitrite produced the giant Albion. Albion took over
the island, giving it his own name and instigating a terrible age of increasing barbarism which
lasted for five centuries, ending only with the landing of Brutus. Bale’s imaginative creations
satisfied the concerns of those who were expressing doubts about the giants; it also neatly
linked the British narrative more firmly to the familiar biblical tradition.But the critics of the
Historia were by now becoming vocal. The most devastating attack came in 1521 from the pen
of the clergyman–scholar John Major (1489–1550). In his modest and good-humoured book
Historia Maioris Britanniae he demolished the entire edifice of Brutus, Scotia, and the like,
though he was entirely happy to support the Arthurian stories—perhaps a wise precaution
during the reign of Henry VIII. The title of Major’s book is interesting; it is probably a pun on the
author’s name but it is usually translated as The History of Great Britain—the first time that
Britain was called Great!Another key figure in the debate about the Historia was Polydore Vergil
(c.1470–c.1555), an Italian who arrived in England in 1502 and stayed under the patronage of
Henry VII to write Anglica Historia. In it he presented a thorough and convincing demolition of
Geoffrey’s Historia. Geoffrey had enhanced his stories ‘with most impudent lyeing’, he wrote: the
entire tissue of myth should be discarded. Other critics were to follow. A conservative rearguard
mounted a staunch defence and the battle raged throughout the sixteenth century, but by the
end of the century Renaissance scholarship had triumphed and Brutus was barely heard of
again.Topography and Anthropology in Renaissance ThoughtThe debate about British origins,
which raged during the sixteenth century and trickled over into the next, represents the demise
of the medieval clerical tradition with its emphasis on ‘old documents’, whether real or imagined,
and its desire for a simple narrative. An awareness of the real world of tangible evidence was
beginning to take hold. One of the earliest protagonists of this new curiosity was John Leland
(1503–52). Leland was educated at St Paul’s School, Oxford, and in Paris, returning to England
in 1529 to be ordained as a royal chaplain. He soon became one of the librarians to the king,
Henry VIII, and in 1533 was given a royal commission to travel the country ‘to serche al the
libraries of monasteries and collegies’ for ancient texts. So enthused was he by what he saw that
he extended his operations, travelling to all parts of England and Wales, observing and



recording countryside and monuments alike in preparation for writing the first detailed
topographical description of the country. His plan was to present his findings in a great book, De
Antiquitate Britannica. For the next twelve years his travels took him to all corners of the country
—no mean achievement given the state of the roads—but in 1550 he lapsed into insanity and
died two years later. Fortunately he had compiled copious notes, which were extensively used
by later topographers and subsequently published in 1710–12 as The Itinerary of John Leland
under the editorship of Thomas Hearne.Leland’s great contribution was that he saw for himself
the physical remnants of Britain’s past scattered about the countryside and realized that here
was tangible evidence of the country’s history and prehistory. He was able to identify
monuments of different dates, distinguishing between Roman structures and Iron Age hill-forts,
which he interpreted correctly as pre-Roman. But for all the new evidence that he amassed, he
remained an ardent supporter of the Brutus myth. His deep admiration for the Tudor monarchy
made it impossible for him to question the narrative that led from Brutus to his beloved patron,
Henry.Although other scholars attempted to produce topographical accounts in the latter part of
the sixteenth century, there was nothing to compare with the standards set by Leland until
William Camden (1551–1623) published his remarkable Britannia in 1586. Camden was a young
man at the time of publication. After studying at Oxford he spent time visiting antiquities
throughout the country before becoming a master at Westminster School at the age of 24. He
continued his travels in school holidays—an arduous regime that was to last for eleven years—
before his researches were ready for publication. His scope was ambitious: all of the British Isles
were covered, including Ireland and outlying islands from Shetland to the Channel Islands. His
intention, he said, was ‘in each county … to describe its ancient inhabitants, etymology of its
name, its limits, soil, remarkable places both ancient and modern’. This he achieved in full
measure. The work was an immediate success and won Camden the reputation of being the
foremost antiquary of the day. By 1600 five editions of Britannia had been published, and in
1610 the first edition in English appeared. It continued to serve as a model for antiquaries
throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, with subsequent revised editions
appearing in 1695, 1789, and 1806.1.2 William Camden (1551–1623)Camden had no time for
the Brutus myth, though he was discreet about dismissing it, referring instead simply to the
weight of contrary opinion amassed by both British and continental writers. He was of the view
that the British were a branch of the Gauls—a view based on a careful comparison of the
language, customs, and religion of the Gauls and Britons. In this he was following the
observations recorded by Julius Caesar. The name Britannia, he said, had nothing to do with
Brutus but was derived from a Greek word meaning ‘land of the painted people’. What led him to
such a view is not immediately clear, but it suggests that he had knowledge of the texts of
Diodorus Siculus and Strabo, where ‘Prettanikē’ is used as the name for Britain (p. 4 above). His
one concession to the old myth was that the Gauls could claim Gomer, son of Japheth, as their
ancestor. The Gomerians were later to be known as Cimbri, from which the name Cymry
(Wales) derived.The publication of Camden’s Britannia marked a turning point. Here was a



Renaissance scholar sweeping away old nonsenses about the past and demonstrating that the
early history of Britain had to be built on a sound factual basis—on the evidence of monuments
and artefacts, and on a critical appreciation of the classical texts. He was, however, of an age
when casting free of the biblical myths was too anarchic to be contemplated.Camden was
writing at a time when visions of the world were expanding at an astonishing rate: the discovery
of the New World had, quite literally, opened up new horizons. From the early sixteenth century,
accounts of the native inhabitants of America were beginning to be published and some
scholars, like the French philosopher Montaigne, could wonder whether the Native Americans
were not a purer representation of humanity than the Europeans. More enterprising explorers
brought native peoples back to Europe as specimens to be wondered at. In 1532 William
Hawkins presented a Brazilian ‘king’ to Henry VIII, ‘at the sight of whom the King and all the
nobilitie did not a little marvelle’. Knowledge of groups of Inuit abducted by Frobisher and
brought to Bristol in 1576 and 1577 was widely disseminated through drawings made by John
White. These were seen by William Camden, who commented on ‘the women painted about the
eyes and balls of the cheek with a blue colour like the ancient Britons’. White also accompanied
Walter Ralegh’s expedition to Virginia in 1585 and made a series of drawings there of the
Algonquian Indians, as well as illustrating the local fauna and flora. White’s depictions of natives
were given wide circulation through engravings published in the first part of Theodore de Bry’s
magnificent America in 1590. In the second part of his volume, beginning with a new title page,
de Bry gives a further five illustrations introduced as ‘som picture of the Pictes which in the olde
tyme dyd habite one part of the great Bretainne’. He included these pictures ‘for to showe how
that the Inhabitants of the great Bretannie have bin in times past as sauvage as those of
Virginia’. This must be the first example of ethnographical analogy being used to throw light on
prehistoric Britain.1.3 In William Camden’s book Britannia, first published in Latin in 1586, he
realized that some of the pre-Roman coins of Britain listed the names of British kings, like
Cunobelinus and Tascovanus, and places such as the early towns of Verulamium and
Camulodunum. The illustration comes from the 1600 edition of his book1.4 A seventeenth-
century vision of an ancient Briton from John Speed’s The Historie of Great Britaine, published
in 1611Versions of these images were given even wider prominence in John Speed’s Historie of
Great Britaine, published in 1611. In a chapter entitled ‘The Portraiture of the Ancient Britaines’
he offers four wood-block illustrations of Britons clearly modelled on de Bry’s Picts. All the icons
—familiar to a reader of the classical texts—are here: the billowing moustaches and naked body
of the warrior, complete with neck torc, weapons, and the severed heads of enemies. The Briton
has now taken on a vivid visual reality—barbarous but noble, an ancestor one might even wish
to take pride in.The Phoenicians and the Coming of the CeltsThe publication, throughout the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, of an increasing number of classical texts, first in Latin and
Greek and later in English translation, introduced contemporary accounts of Britons and Gauls
and of the classical world to the educated reader. Gradually this newly available information was
integrated into models of British prehistory.One particularly inventive writer was the antiquary



Aylett Sammes (c.1636–c.1679), who published his Britannia Antiqua Illustrata, or, The
Antiquities of Ancient Britain, derived from the Phoenicians in 1676. Sammes was content to
accept Camden’s account of the first Britons resulting from a flow of Cimbri from the Black Sea
region but could not resist adding Phoenicians arriving via the Atlantic seaways, followed by
Greek traders in search of tin, who introduced the idea of the Homeric chariot. The Greek tin
trade was well attested by Diodorus Siculus and Pliny, and Caesar gave a vivid account of
chariot warfare in Britain. All Sammes was doing was to link the two with what was to him a
plausible explanation. The idea of a Phoenician influx had first been put forward by John Twyne
(c.1505–1581) in his De Rebus Albionicis, Britannicis, atque Anglicis of 1590, but not much
notice was taken of it until it was accepted by the French antiquary Samuel Bochart (1599–1667)
and expanded in his Geographia Sacra (1646), a popular but extreme work which championed
the Phoenicians as the founders of much of ancient Europe. In spite of a total lack of evidence,
the myth has shown a curious resilience and continues to do so in popular imagination even
today.With a wider reading of the classical texts came a growing awareness of the Celts, who
were believed to have occupied much of west central Europe from the middle of the first
millennium BC. Their migratory movements and raids southwards into the Italian peninsula and
eastwards into the Balkans, Greece, and Turkey brought them into direct confrontation with the
Greeks and Romans, who offered vivid descriptions of these northern barbarians.The Celts
were given a new prominence by a Breton cleric, Paul-Yves Pezron (1639–1706), whose book
L’Antiquité de la nation et de la langue des Celtes, published in 1703, was to become very
influential. The English translation appeared three years later and brought it to an even wider
audience. The essence of Pezron’s argument was that the Celts, descendants of Noah, lived in
Asia Minor and spread through Europe in prehistoric times. They attacked Rome and Greece
and settled in western Europe, where they were known as Gauls, and their descendants survive
today in Wales and Brittany, where their Celtic language is still spoken. This view was broadly in
harmony with the sketch given by Camden more than a century earlier, but it more closely
related the traditional story to the now more familiar classical sources and to Pezron’s own
interpretation of the linguistic evidence. More to the point, it presented the noble, warlike,
drunken, and really rather likeable Celt as the direct ancestor of both the French and the British.
Yet by arguing that their true descendants were the Bretons and the Welsh, Pezron was making
a clear distinction between indigenous populations and the incoming Franks and Anglo-Saxons,
the antecedents of the oppressive nation-states of England and France. It was an interpretation
that appealed to his fellow Bretons.One British scholar who was particularly impressed with
Pezron’s model was Edward Lhuyd (1660–1709), keeper of the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford
and a Welshman. Lhuyd had been engaged in updating the Welsh section of the new edition of
Camden’s Britannia, published in 1695, and had turned his attention to the collection and
preparation of material for an ambitious new project: a multi-volume account of the antiquity of
Britain to be based on his own extensive fieldwork, as well as new manuscript sources and an
extensive correspondence with fellow antiquaries. Between 1697 and 1701 Lhuyd travelled



widely in Cornwall, Scotland, Ireland, and Brittany, paying close attention to the languages
spoken there. In 1707 the first volume of his Archaeologia Britannica appeared. It was subtitled
Glossography and contained a detailed account of ‘the original languages of Britain and Ireland’,
exploring the affinity between Welsh, Irish, Scottish, Cornish, and Breton. These languages he
called Celtic, clearly influenced by Pezron, whose work he much admired. Lhuyd died in 1709,
leaving the Glossography—the only volume of the Archaeologia to be published—as a
monument to his scholarship. How he would have used his huge collection of new data in the
creation of an early history of Britain we shall never know, but there are hints of his thinking in
letters to friends and in the preface to the Welsh editions of the Archaeologia. To explain the
variations he observed in the Celtic languages, he visualized an initial movement of Celts
coming from Spain and settling in Ireland and a later movement coming from Gaul and pushing
through Britain. Both views had been expressed earlier in the seventeenth century, and indeed
both go back, as we have seen, to the early documents gathered by Nennius. In restating them
here as an explanation for the linguistic evidence he had so carefully observed, he was building
a hypothesis that was to be highly influential for the next 250 years.Lhuyd’s ideas of successive
Celtic invasions were further developed by the Celtic philologist Sir John Rhys (1840–1915) in
an influential book, Early Britain: Celtic Britain, first published in 1882. It provided the basic
model used by archaeologists to structure their data well into the second half of the twentieth
century. This is an issue to be explored in more detail in Chapter 7.1.5 Britannia Antiqua
Illustrata, by Aylett Sammes, published in 1676, was a curious compilation, largely of fantasy.
One of his beliefs was that the first inhabitants of Britain were Cimbri, seen here migrating from
the Black SeaStagnation and DespairTwo enthusiasms spilled over into the early decades of the
eighteenth century: the fascination for seeing monuments in their landscapes, and recourse to
the classical texts to provide colour and substance for the ancient Britons half-hidden in the dim
recesses of prehistory. William Stukeley (1687–1765) was an adept practitioner of both arts.
Educated at Cambridge as a physician, Stukeley spent his earlier years travelling extensively in
England and Wales, eventually publishing an illustrated account of his journeys in Itinerarium
Curiosum, or, An Account of the Antiquitys and Remarkable Curiositys in Nature or Art, Observ’d
in Travels thro’ Great Brittan in 1724. But already he was developing a fascination with the great
stone circles of Avebury and Stonehenge tucked away in the remoteness of the Wiltshire
chalklands. Both monuments were already known to antiquarians. John Aubrey (1626–97), a
Wiltshire scholar, had described them in a manuscript he was preparing. Previous writers had
suggested that they were Roman, Phoenician, or Danish, but Aubrey pointed out that they
belonged to a class of monuments—stone circles—that were found in Ireland and Scotland, way
beyond the reach of these peoples. He concluded: ‘All these monuments are of the same
fashion, and antique rudeness: wherefore I conclude, that they were erected by the Britons: and
were Temples of the Druids.’ Stukeley had been shown a transcript of Aubrey’s unpublished
manuscript and was inspired by it. Each year from 1719 to 1724 he spent the late spring and
early summer studying the two monuments, making detailed and accurate plans of them, as well



as perspective drawings. He was also concerned with their broader landscape settings and with
the lesser monuments that clustered around the two giant circles. His study was far more
detailed and perceptive than anything that had gone before.1.6 William Stukeley (1687–1765) at
the age of 40In 1723 Stukeley settled down to prepare a book, The History of the Temples of the
Ancient Celts, but his interests were beginning to become more diverse, and publication was
delayed. It was not until much later in life, after he had given up his scientific rigour, had become
ordained, and had increasingly indulged himself in a whimsy of invented Druidism that fast
became an obsession, that two slim volumes appeared: Stonehenge in 1740 and Avebury in
1743. His earlier objectivity had been abandoned, and fact and fantasy were now inextricably
mixed. In his early life Stukeley had been an astute observer, noting the siting of barrows,
silhouetted on false summits when seen from the valley bottoms, and identifying the boundaries
of prehistoric field systems. He had also made a thorough study of pre-Roman coinage, correctly
reading their inscriptions and realizing that they referred to British kings and to towns. And yet in
mid-life he succumbed increasingly to an overheated imagination dominated by visions of the
Druids he had read about in the classical texts. Rationalism had given way to mania.1.7 John
Aubrey was one of the first antiquaries to produce accurate surveys of prehistoric monuments.
His survey of Avebury was drawn at a scale of half an inch to a chain (66 feet) in 1663. It shows
details of standing stones, many of which no longer surviveWhile Stukeley’s critical decline may
have been a feature of his own metabolism, it mirrored quite clearly what was happening more
widely in Britain’s intellectual life. After the excitement of the Renaissance had worked itself out,
the country lapsed into a lazy Romanticism. Stukeley’s later ramblings were symptomatic. In the
world of the antiquary, some, undaunted by lack of evidence, simply invented the past they
desired. In Scotland, James Macpherson (1736–96) published a group of poems ascribed to a
semi-legendary bard, Ossian, son of Fingal. His sources, he claimed, were ancient manuscripts
that had come into his possession. The ‘Ossian’ saga presented Scotland with an epic tradition
worthy of Homer and became wildly popular, not only in Scotland but across Europe. But it was
soon to be discredited as a fake—a construct of Macpherson’s imagination, inspired by a few
scraps of surviving folk tradition.1.8 William Stukeley was intending to publish his studies of
Stonehenge and Avebury in a book prepared in 1723, for which this was to be his title page. In
the event, Stonehenge was published in 1740 and Avebury in 17431.9 William Stukeley’s plan of
Avebury, drawn in 1724, is more schematized than Aubrey’s but includes much of the same
archaeological detail set among the modern topographyAn equally impressive invention was
that perpetrated in 1792 by a Welsh stonemason, Edward Williams (1747–1826), who preferred
to be known by his bardic name Iolo Morganwg. Iolo, deeply immersed in Welsh bardic
mythology, created a ‘bardic’ ceremony known as Gorsedd, complete with a stone circle and
Druidic altar, which was first enacted on Primrose Hill in London. It was pure invention, but by
persuasive skill he managed to have it grafted onto the ancient ceremony of the Welsh
Eisteddfod, of which it remains a part even today.But alongside the wishful thinking of the
Romantics there were men trying to understand the nature of humankind at a more



philosophical level—men like Jean-Jacques Rousseau, whose Discours sur l’origine et les
fondements de l’inégalité parmi les hommes was published in 1755, and Henry Home, Lord
Kames, author of Sketches of the History of Man (1778). These ideas were particularly
welcomed in Scotland, where links with French scholarship were strong. James Burnett, Lord
Monboddo (1714–99), lord of session, speculated on the notion that the orang-utan was a type
of human differentiated only by lack of speech. But such ideas were treated with derision by his
contemporary Samuel Johnson: ‘Sire, it is all conjecture about Things useless … conjecture, as
to things useful, is good. But conjecture as to what would be useless to know, such as whether
man went upon all fours, is very idle.’One of the more interesting of the free-thinkers of the time
was the colonial governor Thomas Pownall (1722–1805). Pownall had observed ‘primitive’
peoples during his service in New Jersey and Massachusetts between 1755 and 1760, and this
informed a paper that he read to the Society of Antiquaries in 1770 (subsequently published in
1773) in which he speculated about the ‘various species of mankind’ being suited to the state of
the earth at the time when they lived: ‘The face of the earth being originally everywhere covered
with wood, except where water prevailed, the first human beings of it were Woodland-Men living
on the fruits, fish and game of the forest. To these the land-worker succeeded. He settled on the
land, became a fixed inhabitant and increased and multiplied.’ Here is a model offering a time-
depth to prehistory based on a reasoned theory supported by ethnographic observations. It was
a significant advance on biblical myths and Druidic nonsense.The beginning of the nineteenth
century saw the more energetic antiquaries, desperate to advance the understanding of the
British past and tired of endless speculation, turn to excavation. This was not an entirely new
pursuit. Stukeley and others before him had dug into monuments in the hope of enlightenment,
but it was always on a very small scale and led to nothing. In 1800 all this changed when Sir
Richard Colt Hoare (1758–1838), owner of the Stourhead estate in Wiltshire, joined forces with
William Cunnington, a Wiltshire wool merchant, in a quest to explore the barrows of their native
county. Over the next ten years their increasingly skilled team of labourers cut trenches through
350 monuments. Their results were published in two magnificent volumes, The Ancient History
of… Wiltshire (1812–19). Colt Hoare introduces the work with a clarion call: ‘“We speak from
facts, not theory”. Such is the motto I adopt, and to this text I shall most strictly adhere. I shall not
seek among the fanciful regions of romance an origin for our Wiltshire Britons.’ It is a worthy
sentiment, but in the final reckoning he was forced to admit total ‘ignorance of the authors of
these sepulchral memorials … We have evidence of the very high antiquity of our Wiltshire
barrows, but none respecting the tribes of whom they appertained, that can rest on solid
foundations.’ After ten years of persistent hard work it was a cry of despair. In a letter to his
colleague William Cunnington, Colt Hoare had set out his ideas about the development of British
prehistory. He recognized three eras. The first of these was of bone and stone ‘belonging to the
primeval inhabitants in the savage state’: these were the Celts. The second was the era of brass,
introduced by ‘the more polished nations of Africa’ (i.e. the Phoenicians) engaged in the tin
trade; the recipients were the Belgae. The third was the era of iron, ‘introduced but a little before



the invasion of the Romans’. There is little new in all this that would not have been commonplace
a century or more before, but in proposing eras of stone, brass, and iron Colt Hoare was
venturing ahead of his time. Although the Roman writer Lucretius had talked in these terms in
the first century BC, the Three Age System, as it became known, was not fully formulated until
1836 (p.30).1.10 Sir Richard Colt Hoare studying Bronze Age burial urns he had unearthed in
his extensive barrow diggings. The picture is the frontispiece of his Ancient History of …
Wiltshire, volume ii, published in 18211.11 Excavation in progress on Wiltshire barrows. The
labourers dig while Sir Richard Colt Hoare and William Cunnington supervise. Watercolour by
Philip Crocker, c.1807The Antiquity of ManSpeculation about the chronology of Britain’s past
goes back to Nennius, who divided the history of the world into six ages based on time-lines
related to the lives of the patriarchs set out in the Bible. The British, he said, came to Britain in
the Third Age (from Abraham to David), while the Irish arrived in the Fourth Age (from David to
Daniel). It was a chronology of sorts and survived well into the Renaissance.Throughout the
Middle Ages much effort was spent in attempting to work out the age of the world using the
pedigrees listed in the Old Testament. Consensus was finally reached in 1650, when the
archbishop of Armagh, James Ussher (1581–1656), arrived at the date as 4004 BC, which he
published together with his proof in the Annals of the Old and New Testament. Even greater
precision was added a little later by John Lightfoot, vice-chancellor of Cambridge University,
whose calculations led him to the belief that ‘man was created by the Trinity on October 23, 4004
BC at nine o’clock in the morning’. The archaeologist Glyn Daniel could not resist adding, ‘we
may perhaps see in these dates and time a prejudice of a Vice-Chancellor for the beginning of
an academic year and the beginning of an academic morning’.Acceptance of the date 4004 BC
for the Creation meant, on Nennius’ calculation, that the Flood should be dated to 1762 BC. This
provided the time-frame that had to contain the whole of European prehistory. It was constraints
like this that caused Colt Hoare, as late as the early nineteenth century, to date his Wiltshire
barrows to between 500 and 1,000 years before Caesar’s invasion. As the awareness of the
complexity of the prehistoric record became gradually better understood, so the constriction of
the biblical chronology became increasingly unacceptable.The idea of an age of stone
preceding an age of ‘brass’ was well established in British antiquarian writing. As early as 1650
William Dugdale was writing about stone tools as weapons used by the Britons before the art of
making arms of brass or iron was known, and in 1766 Charles Lyttelton (1714–68), bishop of
Carlisle, read a paper to the Society of Antiquaries describing some stone axes as ‘coeval with
the first inhabitants of this island’, suggesting that they should be dated before the arrival of
metals. So far there was no direct conflict with the Church’s teaching, but thirty years later the
society was to hear from a correspondent, John Frere, about a group of what we would now
recognize as lower Palaeolithic hand-axes that were found at Hoxne in Suffolk at a depth of 12
feet. What was unnerving was that the undisturbed layer in which they were found also
contained the bones of extinct animals. If the Bible was right, man and extinct animals could not
have coexisted. In the printed version of his lecture, published in 1800, Frere carefully concluded



that ‘The situation in which these weapons were found may tempt us to refer them to a very
remote period indeed, even beyond that of the present world.’ Frere’s momentous discovery
seems to have passed unnoticed, or at least unremarked.1.12 One of the Palaeolithic hand-axes
found in river gravels at Hoxne. It was illustrated and described by John Frere in a paper
published in Archaeologia in 1797A generation later a Roman Catholic priest, Father John
MacEnery (1796–1841), was excavating in the cave of Kent’s Cavern at Torquay. He laboured
there from 1824 until 1829, finding remains spanning the prehistoric period. Low in the sequence
he came upon a thick, unbroken deposit of stalagmite, which he dug through, finding beneath it
flint implements directly associated with bones of extinct animals. In some excitement he wrote
to William Buckland (1784–1856), who had been professor of geology at Oxford but was now
dean of Westminster. Buckland was recognized as one of the foremost scholars of his time and
his Reliquiae Diluvianae (1823) was a standard textbook on, as its subtitle tells us, ‘organic
remains contained in caves, fissures, and diluvial gravel … attesting the action of an universal
deluge’. He was, then, a scientist–clergyman who believed that scientific discoveries proved the
Flood. Not unsurprisingly, when MacEnery presented his observations, Buckland was entirely
dismissive. The artefacts, he argued, must have got below the stalagmite floor as the result of
pits being dug through it by later Celtic occupants, allowing more recent material to mix with the
extinct animal remains below. MacEnery was insistent that this was not so, but in deference to
the famous scholar he delayed publication. ‘It is painful to dissent from so high an authority,’ he
wrote, ‘and more particularly so from my concurrence generally in his views of the phenomena of
these caves.’ Intellectual torment combined with ill health and lack of money meant that his
results remained unpublished until 1859—by which time the intellectual climate had changed
out of all recognition.1.13 William Buckland (1784–1856) dressed for fieldworkWilliam Buckland
was a towering authority. Like other geologists of his time, he believed that the geological record
could only be interpreted in terms of there having been a series of catastrophes in the remote
past, each followed by a new act of creation. One school of French geologists identified twenty-
seven such events. Although the number of catastrophes varied according to different
authorities, the last act of creation, they all agreed, was the story told in Genesis, and the last
catastrophe, the biblical Flood.The catastrophists were not unchallenged. Since the end of the
eighteenth century some geologists had been arguing that the geological record could only be
interpreted in terms of processes observable today. ‘No processes are to be employed’, wrote
James Hutton in 1785, ‘that are not natural to the globe; no action to be admitted except those of
which we know the principle’: this was the doctrine of uniformitarianism. The foremost exponent
of uniformitarianism was Charles Lyell (1797–1875), whose highly influential Principles of
Geology was published in three volumes from 1830 to 1833 and was reprinted on many
occasions throughout the nineteenth century. It was this work that was to have such a formative
influence on the mind of the young Charles Darwin as he made his epic journey on the Beagle.
The geological debate raged throughout the first half of the nineteenth century and formed the
background to the fierce battle over the antiquity of man. Buckland believed passionately that



there had been a succession of earlier creations and floods and that human remains could not
be found in the last flood deposit, except of course in the vicinity of the Garden of Eden. But he
was far from being a pure theoretician: he visited sites throughout the country, observing
deposits in caves and gravels wherever the bones of extinct animals were found, and carried out
lengthy observations on the eating habits of modern hyenas, one of which he kept as a pet.
Since all his researches were made with the intention of proving the truth of the biblical Flood, it
is understandable that when, in 1823, he exhumed, in a cave at Paviland in south Wales, the
skeleton of what we now know to be a 30,000-year-old male, covered with red ochre and
associated with artefacts of mammoth ivory and bones of extinct animals, he concluded that the
‘Red Lady of Paviland’ was a Roman burial dug into the earlier deposits on the cave floor: ‘she
was clearly not coeval with the antediluvian extinct species’. MacEnery’s disconcerting
discoveries in Kent’s Cavern a year or two later did not cause him to reverse his views: the Flood
was a fact; anything that suggested otherwise had to be explained away.But the tide was turning
against the diluvianists. Discoveries of human bones and artefacts in association with extinct
animal remains were being reported from Germany, France, and Sicily and could not be ignored.
In England attention turned once more to the Devon coast and Torquay. A local schoolmaster,
William Pengelly, had continued the exploration of Kent’s Cavern after MacEnery’s death and
had come to the conclusion that MacEnery had been correct. But the cave deposits were by now
much disturbed, and what was needed to provide indisputable evidence was a new, untouched
cave to use as a test before objective witnesses. A few years later just such a cave was found
not far away in Brixham. Here, under the auspices of the British Association, Pengelly carried out
a meticulously recorded excavation from the summer of 1858 to the summer of 1859. By the
end, his work had demonstrated to everyone’s satisfaction that flint implements associated with
the remains of extinct animals were indeed sealed by a completely unbroken layer of stalagmite.
MacEnery was vindicated, and his discoveries were fully published in 1859, eighteen years after
his death.It was in the same year that the archaeologist John Evans and the geologist John
Prestwick visited gravel-pits in the valley of the Somme near Abbeville, where a French
enthusiast, Boucher de Perthes, had for two decades been claiming to have found flint hand-
axes mixed up with extinct animal bones deep down in the gravels. Both men were senior figures
in their respective professions, and when they returned home to corroborate the finding in
papers presented before the Royal Society and the Society of Antiquaries, the scientific world
finally accepted the antiquity of man: it was three years after Dean Buckland’s death. Something
of the excitement of the time is captured by an entry in John Evans’s diary:1.14 The discovery of
tools stratified with the bones of extinct animals in a cave at Brixham, Devon, in 1858
demonstrated once and for all the antiquity of humankind. The owner of the cave, John Philip,
promoted the discovery widely in the interests of charging an admission feeThink of their finding
flint axes and arrowheads at Abbeville in conjunction with bones of Elephants and Rhinoceroses
forty feet below the surface of a bed of drift. In this bone cave in Devonshire … They have found
arrowheads among the bones and the same is reported of a cave in Sicily. I can hardly believe it.



It will make my ancient Britons quite modern if Man is carried back in England to the days where
Elephants, Rhinoceroses, Hippopotamuses and Tigers were also inhabitants of the country.At
the moment in which these revelations were stunning the academic community, Charles Darwin
published his On the Origin of Species. The world would never be the same again.Time-
LinesJohn Evans’s expression of wonder at the antiquity of the human race was no doubt widely
felt at the time, but people had been trying to bring some structure and some sense of
chronology into their understanding of the past since Nennius had first offered his Ages of Man
in the early ninth century. In the first decade of the nineteenth century Colt Hoare, as we have
seen, was speculating about the successive ages of stone, brass, and iron, much as Lucretius
had done 2,000 years before, but the dates he assigned were mere guesswork.The simple
concept of three ages was in the minds of many antiquaries throughout Europe, but it was not
formally systematized until the curator of the National Museum of Copenhagen, C. J. Thomsen
(1788–1865), reorganized the national collection into objects of stone, bronze, and iron in 1819.
The publication of the museum’s catalogue, in Danish in 1836, gave some publicity to the idea,
but it was its translation into English in 1848 that brought the scheme fully to the notice of British
archaeologists. Thomsen’s successor, J. J. A. Worsaae (1821–85), was soon to demonstrate,
through fieldwork and careful stratigraphic excavation, that the system worked in practice and
was more than just a theory. His book, translated as The Primeval Antiquities of Denmark, was
published in England in 1849. Among British archaeologists there was a general acceptance of
the Three Age System, though some were still cautious and a few hostile.When Sir John
Lubbock (later Lord Avebury) came to publish his widely influential Pre-Historic Times as
Illustrated by Ancient Remains in 1865, he added a refinement by dividing the Stone Age into
two phases, the Palaeolithic and the Neolithic, while accepting the validity of the Bronze Age
and the Early Iron Age (‘Early’ to distinguish it from the iron-using Romans and their
successors). But chronology was still very much in debate, as he made clear in his opening
words: ‘The first appearance of man in Europe dates from a period so remote that neither history
nor tradition can throw any light on his origin or mode of life’: contemporary estimates for the age
of Palaeolithic hand-axes found in the Somme gravels varied from 20,000 to 240,000 years. The
very imprecision made this, as one writer said, ‘a curious and interesting problem’.While
archaeological discoveries continued to be made in ever-increasing quantity during the latter
part of the nineteenth century, the understanding of the peoples of Britain, rather than just their
artefacts, remained static. The first textbook of the twentieth century, Thomas Rice Holmes’s
Ancient Britain and the Invasions of Julius Caesar (1907), presents the familiar picture of
Palaeolithic man followed by a Neolithic invasion, a Bronze Age invasion, and an Iron Age
invasion. No dates were suggested for the Neolithic, but the Bronze Age invasion was dated to
around 1400 BC. The Belgae came later. It was not much of an advance on the scheme briefly
sketched by Colt Hoare a century before.The obsession with ‘invaders’ is easy to understand.
British history as taught in schools spoke of successive waves of invaders from the Continent
covering swaths of the British Isles: Normans, Danes, Saxons, Romans. It was not unreasonable



to back-project this model into the depths of prehistory. Also taught were the glories of empire—
of the Roman empire, and of the British empire following proudly in its wake. Primitive people
were conquered by superior cultures introducing new religious beliefs, new technologies, and
new forms of government, all producing beneficial change. In the mood of high Victorian
imperialism, in which leaders like Lord Raglan could believe that ‘natives don’t invent things’, it
was not unnatural to interpret the changes identifiable in the archaeological record as the direct
consequence of new people moving in to set up their ascendancy over indigenous
populations.In a post-colonial era, with a far more nuanced understanding of behavioural
sciences, anthropology, and economics, these invasionist models may now seem crude and
grotesquely over-simple, but they played an essential part in our striving to understand our
history and prehistory. At best it is a warning that our views of the past will always be conditioned
by current preconceptions: our understanding is circumscribed by our being.1 In the
BeginningMYTHS AND ANCESTORSTO the early classical authors trying to conceptualize the
fringes of the world from the comforts of the Mediterranean, the distant offshore islands of
Britain were places of mystery and of promise. Set far out into the surrounding ocean, they were
liminal places—places where normal rules held no sway, places where anything could
happen.By the fifth century BC rumours of the far west had begun to circulate in the
Mediterranean. The Greek historian Herodotus, writing at this time, had heard tell of Atlantic
islands known as the Cassiterides where the all-important tin was to be had. But Herodotus was
a careful scholar and felt bound to tell us that he had no supporting evidence—it was merely
hearsay that he was reporting. Yet the stories persisted and it became widely held that the
Cassiterides were part of the Britannic Isles. Such a view may well have lain behind the Roman
belief that Britain was rich in metals and was thus worthy of conquest. But in the popular
imagination Britain was always seen as a place of mysteries—of mists with creatures half-man
and half-beast emerging from the gloom to strike fear into the hearts of civilized beings. To Julius
Caesar, who had spent some months on the main island, it was the place where Druidism was
believed to have originated, and he advised that those who wanted to study the religion should
make a journey to seek out the ancient wisdoms of the isles.Caesar’s brief expeditions to the
south-east of Britain in 55 and 54 BC, and the conquest initiated in AD 43 by Claudius, brought
Britain firmly into the realms of the known world. The indigenous people could be observed first
hand, their customs described, and their origins speculated about. The Roman historian
Cornelius Tacitus, writing at the end of the first century AD, had the great advantage that his
father-in-law, Julius Agricola, had served in Britain in the early 60s and had been governor of the
island from AD 78 to AD 84, during which time he had campaigned widely in the north, his
troops exploring as far into the unknown as the Orkney Islands. Tacitus was, no doubt, well
informed by the retired governor when he came to write his famous book Agricola, and gave a
glowing account of the general’s activities in the island.Early on in his narrative Tacitus presents
an account of the land and the people, prefacing it, a little immodestly perhaps, ‘Where my
predecessors relied on graces and style to make their guesswork sound attractive, I shall offer



ascertained fact.’ In a brief introduction to the nature of the island, he shows a fascination with
the ocean: ‘nowhere does the sea hold wider sway: it carries to and fro in its motion a mass of
tidal currents and in its ebb and flow it does not stop at the coast but penetrates deep
inland’ (Agricola 10). He then moves on to consider the local population: ‘Who the first
inhabitants of Britain were, whether natives or immigrants, is open to question: one must
remember we are dealing with barbarians.’ After this brilliant one-liner so typical of the man he
cannot resist offering a few speculations of his own:But their physical characteristics vary, and
the variation is suggestive. The reddish hair and large limbs of the Caledonians proclaim a
German origin; the swarthy faces of the Silures, the tendency of the hair to curl and the fact that
Spain lies opposite, all lead one to believe that Spaniards crossed in ancient times and occupied
that part of the country. The people nearest to the Gauls likewise resemble them. It may be that
they still show the effect of a common origin; or perhaps it is climatic conditions that have
produced this physical type in lands that converge so closely from north to south. On the whole,
however, it seems likely that Gauls settled on the island lying so close to their shores. In both
countries you find the same ritual and religious beliefs. There is no great difference in their
language …(Agricola 11)It is a remarkable piece of writing, rigorous in its presentation but full of
insights. Here he is putting forward hypotheses based on observation and in doing so is
providing a vision that was to be reiterated from time to time until the nineteenth century. Yet after
this burst of objectivity he cannot resist the temptation to moralize, ending the paragraph with a
comparison of the hardy, spirited Britons and the neighbouring Gauls, for many generations
under Roman rule, ‘enervated by protracted peace’. The idea of the noble savage and the
decadent Roman world is never far from his critical gaze.Ninety years before Claudius set in
train the conquest of the island, Caesar had made two brief incursions into the south-east of the
country, fighting his way through Kent and into Essex and Hertfordshire, accepting the
submission of a number of local tribes as he went. His war commentaries Bellum Gallicum (‘The
Gallic War’) are enlivened with brief accounts of the peoples he encountered. He is less
concerned with origins than Tacitus but offers one piece of information:The interior of Britain is
inhabited by people who claim, on the strength of their own tradition, to be indigenous. The
coastal areas are inhabited by invaders who crossed from Belgium for the sake of plunder and
then, when the fighting was over, settled there and began to work the land; these people have
almost all kept the names of the tribes from which they originated. The population is extremely
large.(B Gall. 5.12)After describing the shape and size of the island, Caesar goes on to say that
the most civilized of the Britons live in Kent and follow a lifestyle much like that of the Gauls,
adding thatAll the Britons dye their bodies with woad, which produces a blue colour and gives
them a wild appearance in battle. They wear their hair long; every other part of their body, except
for the upper lip, they shave.(B Gall. 5.14)This single account was avidly seized upon by
commentators in the sixteenth century, at a time when the ancient Britons were coming in for
renewed attention, to provide the first visual representations of imagined Britons (p. 16).Much of
what Caesar and Tacitus had to say of the Britons was based on contemporary observation, in



Caesar’s case first hand, but the classical world already had some knowledge of these remote
offshore islands. The earliest account comes from an ancient source quoted in the Ora Maritima
(‘Sea-Coasts’), a Roman poem of the fourth century AD which, in rather florid language,
describes the sea-route from Massalia (Marseille) along the coast of Iberia and through the
Strait of Gibraltar into the Atlantic seaways. The individual sources used in the poem are not
properly attributed, but some scholars believe that the author, Avienus, made use of a Greek
periplus (a navigation manual) from as early as the sixth century BC. There is much confusion
and contortion in the way that the sources are spliced together, but the line relevant to our
discussion is clear enough: ‘There is a two-day journey for a ship to the Holy Island—thus the
ancients called it. This island, large in extent of the land, lies between the waves. The race of the
Hierni inhabits it far and wide. Again, the island of the Albiones lies near …’ (Ora Maritima, line
108). The name Holy Island is probably the creation of a scribe confusing the native name of
Ireland, Hiweros, with the Greek hieros, meaning ‘sacred’. In the Celtic language ‘Iweros’ means
the ‘fat’, or fertile, land. The neighbouring island of Albion, in the context used here, is Britain.
Why Britain has two names is explained by the Elder Pliny in the first century BC when he refers
to ‘Britannia Island, famed in Greek and in our own records … Albion was its own name when all
were called the Britannias.’ The implication would seem to be that Pliny knew the whole cluster
of islands as the Britannias, while the main island was known by the locals as Albion: he writes in
the past tense, suggesting that the name was ancient.While Avienus certainly made use of an
ancient periplus to describe the journey from Massalia to the Tagus estuary, it remains a
possibility that the more northerly references to Britain and Ireland come from another source.
One contender for this is the work of the Greek explorer Pytheas, who about 320 BC journeyed
overland from his native Massalia to the Atlantic and then by sea northward to Armorica
(Brittany) and to Britain, which he appears to have circumnavigated before returning home to
record his observations in a written text, On the Ocean. The book no longer survives, but it was
widely read at the time and was used by later writers as a source for their own accounts of the
Outer Ocean and its peoples.It is quite probable that the description of Britain given by the
Greek writer Diodorus Siculus in the first century BC derives wholly or largely from Pytheas.
What is of particular interest is that he calls the island ‘Pretannia’ (Greek ‘Prettanikē’), that is ‘the
island of the Pretani, or Priteni’. ‘Pretani’ is a Celtic word that probably means ‘the painted ones’
or ‘the tattooed folk’, referring to body decoration—a reminder of Caesar’s observations of woad-
painted barbarians. In all probability the word ‘Pretani’ is an ethnonym (the name by which the
people knew themselves), but it remains an outside possibility that it was their continental
neighbours who described them thus to the Greek explorers.If we are correct in ascribing the
information in Diodorus’ description to Pytheas, then the inhabitants of Albion were known as
Pretani as early as the fourth century BC. The name Pretannia features in the writings of Strabo
at the beginning of the first century AD, but now the alternative spelling ‘Britannia’ makes an
appearance as well. It was as Britannia that the island was known to the Romans throughout the
period of occupation, and so it has remained. The P-spelling, however, continued in parts of



Celtic-speaking Britain, appearing in the name Picti, used for the indigenous people north of the
Antonine Wall. The Celtic spelling is still used in Welsh, where the name for Britain is
Prydain.After the period of initial contact in the first century AD, the classical authors paid little
attention to the ethnicity of the British other than mentioning, with evident distaste, the behaviour
of some of the remote tribes they encountered in the north—the indigenous Picti, or the Scotti
and Attacotti who came as raiders from Ireland. After all, the bulk of the population had settled
down as Roman subjects and citizens; the rest were simply barbarians.A View from WithinWith
the spread of Christianity, with its own very explicit set of origin myths, the educated elite of
Britain needed to exercise an imaginative agility to blend the traditions surrounding their own
origins with the biblical stories of the Creation and the Flood. In Genesis the Bible presented a
strong narrative, complete with vividly drawn characters, covering the first chapter of human
existence up to the time of the Flood. The precise ages given for the leading individual enabled
the numerate clergy to calculate that this—the First Age of the World, as they called it—lasted
2,242 years. With the Flood the population was reduced to Noah and his family, and so the
Second Age began. Noah, we are told, had three sons, who, after the waters had subsided, set
out with their wives to populate the world, Shem to Asia, Ham to Africa, and Japheth to Europe.
Leaving aside the slight difficulties of how all this was achieved, the story had a comforting
simplicity and provided a vivid first act for the history of the world, its authority guaranteed. All
that the British scholars had to do was to link Japheth with their own local origin myth.The other
good story that was widely known among the educated classes was the saga of the Trojan War
and the flight of Aeneas to the west. In the story told by Virgil, Aeneas, son of Anchises and the
goddess Venus, fled from the flames of Troy and, after a brief dalliance in Carthage, landed on
the Italian coast in Latinum, where he married the king’s daughter Lavinia and founded the town
of Lavinium. Several generations later, after the paternal intervention of the god Mars, the twins
Romulus and Remus were born. An act of fratricide left Romulus triumphant and he proceeded
to found Rome. The legend, redolent with love, rape, treachery, and murder, appealed to the
Roman audience, the more so after it was retold in the elegant verses of Virgil. It provided Rome
with a ‘history’ rooted deep in the classical tradition, legitimizing Rome’s claim to world
leadership. Moreover, it was a history told in human terms with which it was easy for the citizen
in the street to empathize.For the Christian clergy who emerged as the intellectual elite in Britain
after the collapse of Roman rule early in the fifth century, the challenge was to create a historical
narrative that brought local beliefs about the origin of the British into line with the biblical tradition
while at the same time endowing British history with a nobility that could compete with other
emerging European states. An added challenge was to build into that history the events of the
recent past that had seen the Picti of the far north join with the Scotti of Ireland in a series of
raids on the province of Britannia in the late fourth century. Later, in the fifth century, Germanic
peoples from the Continent had crossed the North Sea to settle in the south of the island, while
the Scotti had begun to extend into the north-west of the island—the region that later became
known as Scotland. To a historian looking back on these two centuries the mobility of



populations was an ever-present reality: it provided a model for constructing a more distant
past.Two Christian scholars rose to the occasion: Bede, whose famous Ecclesiastical History of
the English People (Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum) was completed in AD 731, and
Nennius, who created a compendium of texts relating to British history around AD 800 or soon
after. The two works could not have been more different.Bede had been sent by his parents at
the age of 7 to the monastery of St Peter at Wearmouth in Northumbria, later transferring to the
monastery of St Paul at Jarrow, where he spent the rest of his life in devotion and scholarship.
His History was, as its full title implies, focused on the English Church, but the story is framed
within the broader narrative of English history, written in a clear and vigorous style, colourful in its
detail. On the origins of the British he is all too brief. There are presently, he says, four nations
living on the island, English, British, Scots, and Picts. The indigenous people were the Britons,
‘who, according to tradition, crossed into Britain from Armorica’. Later, Picti from Scythia
(probably meaning north-western Europe) sailed first to Ireland and then were directed by the
locals to continue to Britain to settle in the north of the island. Later still, the Scotti from northern
Ireland settled in the western parts of northern Britain; and finally the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes
from across the North Sea colonized the south of the country. What is remarkable in Bede’s neat
and succinct narrative is that there is no attempt to engage with origin myths. He is content to
present a brief overview, largely free from speculation, and then move on to firmer ground.The
work of Nennius, Historia Brittonum, written in the early ninth century, was a more eclectic
composition. Nennius was a Welsh monk working in north Wales. His method was highly
original. Instead of attempting to compose a continuous narrative, he presented a compilation of
extracts culled from all the sources at his disposal: in his own words, ‘I have … made a heap of
all that I have found, both from the Annals of the Romans and from the Chronicles of the Holy
Fathers and from the writings of the Irish and the English, and out of the tradition of our elders.’
These extracts are laid out in broadly defined themes, allowing us to compare the different
sources and to see for the first time the early Christian scholars grappling with the problem of
British origins.Three traditions are presented. The first is the Roman tradition, which begins with
Aeneas fleeing from Troy. The novel element introduced here is the creation of a new character,
Britto, a grandson to Aeneas, who accidentally killed his father and was driven from Italy. After
spending time in Gaul, he eventually came to Britain, which was of course named after him, and
‘filled it with his race’. By this neat addition, the British are provided with a respectable pedigree
equal to that of the Romans themselves.The second tradition is more elaborate. It comes, says
Nennius, ‘from old books of our elders’. It begins with Alanus ‘of the race of Japheth’, who was
the first man to enter Europe. He had three sons, who between them produced twelve sons,
each of whom founded one of the nations of Europe. One of these sons was Britto. Thus, in this
pleasingly simple model, the British can be traced back directly to Noah and then to Adam.The
third tradition is an elaboration offering a direct line of descent from Japheth, through Aeneas, to
a new character, Brutus, the founder of the British nation. This ingenious conflation, no doubt the
product of the lively imagination of an unnamed British cleric, offers all things to all men: the



British are now firmly placed in the European family that springs from Noah while being of the
same stock as the founder of Rome and thus directly connected to a major event in world
history, the fall of Troy. The tradition of Brutus as the father of the British people was compellingly
satisfying. It was a story that was to be told and retold with many embellishments for almost a
millennium. Even as late as the sixteenth century, as we shall see, it was still being vigorously
championed, though in an academic world becoming increasingly sceptical. We shall return to
Brutus again in a moment.Nennius also had access to several traditions relating to the peopling
of Ireland. The most extensive tells of repeated incursions from Spain. The first group was wiped
out by plague. The second remained many years but eventually returned home. Of the third
group, after various mishaps, only one ship-load survived and it was their descendants who
peopled the island. A separate tradition—ascribed by Nennius specifically to Irish scholars—
traces the ancestry of the Spaniards who came to Ireland back to the Egyptians. A helpful gloss
added by a later scribe reminds the reader that ‘there is … nothing certain about the history of
the origins of the Irish’. Clearly, he was not impressed by what he was copying!The ‘Irish
scholars’ whom Nennius mentions would have had at their disposal oral traditions of some
antiquity, dating from long before the Christian era. These they would have transcribed and
edited, making them fit for a Christian readership. The earliest extant text is the Lebor Gabála
Érenn, or Book of Invasions of Ireland, compiled in the eleventh century from a collection of
earlier poems of the kind that would have been available to Nennius. The result is a confusing
confection of myths, traditions, and inventions, wildly anachronistic but designed to give comfort
and reassurance by linking Irish origins to the biblical story, so distancing it from its pagan reality.
Simply summarized, Ireland was believed to have been colonized in a series of invasions by the
descendants of Japheth. ‘From Magog, son of Japheth are descended the people who came to
Ireland before the Gaels.’ And thus they are listed: Partholón, Nemed, and Nemed’s descendants
—‘Gáileóin and Fir Domnann and Fir Bolg and Tuatha de Danann’. The Fir Bolg were defeated
and driven into the west by the Tuatha de Danann (‘the People of the Goddess Danu’). Then
come the sons of Míl from Spain, whose descendants the Gaels thereafter became the
dominant race on the island.The recurring reference to Spain as the origin of the Irish invaders
may simply be a mistaken belief on the part of the monks who composed the text that the Latin
name for Ireland, Hibernia, was derived from ‘Iberia’. However, given the archaeological
evidence, which demonstrates long-term contacts along the Atlantic seaways in the prehistoric
period, it may just be that the early oral traditions used by the monks preserved echoes of folk
memories going back far in time. While folk traditions cannot be taken as evidence for past
events, they should not be dismissed as entirely irrelevant.The Story of Brutus RetoldThe
sketchy story of Brutus and his journey to Britain continued to be told, but it was bereft of detail
and a yawning gap remained in the history of the country from the arrival of Brutus until the
classical sources began to take up the narrative around the time of Julius Caesar’s intervention.
When Henry of Huntingdon wrote his history of Britain in the early twelfth century, he could find
nothing about the early inhabitants and was forced to begin this story with the Romans. Imagine,



then, the surprise and delight of the small educated elite when, around 1135, a cleric living in
Oxford published a complete history of the British ruling dynasty from Brutus, grandson of
Aeneas, to Cadwallader, the last historically attested British king, who abandoned Britain to the
Saxons in the seventh century. The cleric was Geoffrey of Monmouth and his book, Historia
Regnum Britanniae (translated as History of the Kings of Britain).Geoffrey was of Welsh birth
and may have come from Caerleon-on-Usk, which he refers to frequently and evidently knew
well. By the 1120s he was resident in Oxford, quite possibly serving as a canon at the secular
college of St George, run by Augustinian canons on the island of Osney just west of the city. It
was here that he wrote his Historia. Later, in 1151, he became bishop elect of St Asaph in
Flintshire, though he seems not to have taken up residence, spending his last four years in
London, where he died in 1155.Historia Regnum Britanniae is a detailed account of British
‘history’ packed with stories that had never before been heard. How did Geoffrey learn all of
this? His answer was simply that his friend Walter, the archdeacon of Oxford, gave him ‘a certain
very ancient book written in the British language’ which he had brought from ‘outside the
country’ (ex Britannia). Geoffrey claims that he translated this text into straightforward Latin,
making a précis of it and adding sections of his own, to create the Historia. Where the ancient
book is supposed to have come from is not entirely clear. While it could have been Wales,
Brittany is a more likely place of origin. But the outstanding, and unanswerable, question is, did
such a book ever exist? There is no trace of it either physically or as a source used by others. It
could be, as many have suggested, that Geoffrey simply made up the entire history,
embroidering around the tales and speculations contained in texts such as Gildas and Nennius
(sources which he did have to hand) a complete fabrication of his own. That said, there will
always be the sneaking possibility that an old Breton text really did sit on Geoffrey’s desk as he
wrote—we shall never know for sure.Geoffrey was not without his critics. The great Welsh
historian Giraldus Cambrensis (1146–1220), although he wanted to believe the British history,
wondered why there was no corroboration from other sources. William of Newburgh, writing
about 1190 in his Historia Rerum Anglicarum, was more forthright: ‘It is quite clear that
everything this man wrote about Arthur and his successors, or indeed about his predecessors
from Vortigern onwards, was made up, partly by himself and partly by others either from an
inordinate love of lying or for the sake of pleasing the Britons.’ But these were lone voices.
Geoffrey’s Historia conveniently filled a great gap in British history. It told stories about times past
that were vivid and compelling, and it provided a continuous narrative peopled with characters
that were both human in their behaviour and noble in their aspirations—characters one could be
proud to claim as ancestors. In other words, Geoffrey had provided a British history that
everyone wanted to believe in. It is hardly surprising that the Historia was still being championed
400 years later.Geoffrey begins with a greatly embellished version of the Brutus myth, already
outlined 300 years earlier by Nennius. After spending time in Gaul sacking Aquitaine and fighting
a major battle at Tours, Brutus decides to sail to the island of Albion, eventually landing at Totnes
at the time when Eli was high priest (c.1170 BC). He found the island uninhabited ‘except for a



few giants’. ‘Brutus then called the island Britain from his own name, and his companions he
called Britons … A little later the language of the people, which had up to then been known as
Trojan or Crooked Greek, was called British …’. After killing all the giants Brutus divided up his
kingdom and built his capital, Troia Nova, on the River Thames. This soon became known as
Trinovantum but was later renamed Kaerlud by King Lud: thus it became London.And so the
story continues with a succession of kings and other colourful characters: Bladud, who built
Bath; King Lear and his three daughters; Brennus, who campaigned through Gaul and besieged
Rome; and King Lud and his brother Cassivellaunus, bringing us up to the time of the invasion of
Julius Caesar. The Roman interlude is covered in some detail, mentioning a number of real
historical figures, before the narrative returns again to a more shadowy pseudo-history with King
Coel of Colchester.The coming of the Saxons and the British resistance provide the structure of
the latter part of the book, featuring the story of King Arthur, told in extravagant and loving detail.
The story ends with the Britons being driven into Wales, some fleeing across the seas to
Armorica (which becomes Brittany). The Saxons take possession of much of the island, but a
mysterious voice tells Cadwallader, the last of the British kings, that one day the Britons will
return to reclaim their lost kingdom.It is evident that, leaving aside the ‘very ancient book’,
Geoffrey had access to a wide range of sources. His Roman episodes are informed by a number
of classical texts, while for the post-Roman period he was heavily reliant on Gildas, Bede, and
Nennius, but even in these sections there is much in his extended presentation that is original
and must have come either from sources now lost or from his own creative imagination. For the
pre-Roman period he uses the sketch of the Brutus story provided by Nennius, again filling out
the narrative, but the succession of personalities and events covering the thousand years
between Brutus and Cassivellaunus (who appears in Caesar’s Commentaries) is entirely novel.
Again we are forced back to the question, how much did he invent? For our purposes it does not
much matter. What is important is that in the early twelfth century Britain had been provided with
a highly readable, even racy, narrative ‘history’. It was a strong story, vividly told, with comforting
authority and assurance. Britain now had a noble past—a past which the emerging nation would
find inspiring. The popularity of the Historia is reflected in the fact that nearly 200 manuscript
copies survive today.1.1 An illustrated manuscript of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s book History of the
Kings of Britain showing Brutus the founder of the British setting sail for the islandThe Historia
was more than just a good story—it was a text that had a strong emotional and political appeal.
King Arthur had battled to protect the Britons of Britain and Brittany from oppression and had
promised to return to save them. It was hardly surprising, then, that the Bretons should
successfully petition that the heir to the Angevin empire, Henry II’s grandson, should be called
Arthur. Enthusiasm for the Arthurian romance grew apace. A few years later what were claimed
to be the bodies of Arthur and Guinevere were exhumed at Glastonbury and Richard I could
present what purported to be Arthur’s sword, Excalibur, to Tancred of Sicily. Throughout the
Middle Ages the Historia Regnum Britanniae continued to be regarded as a standard work of
reference even though doubts were occasionally expressed about the earlier sections. John



Rous, writing in the early fifteenth century, felt the need for an explanation of how there could
have been giants in Albion before the arrival of Brutus, but, at about the same time, John
Whethamstede, abbot of St Albans, rejected the story of Brutus altogether. Whethamstede’s
criticisms were probably shared by a growing number of scholars, but the accession of Henry
Tudor to the British throne in 1485 gave the Historia a new lease of life. Henry was a Welshman
and, as his supporters were keen to point out, his ‘conquest’ of England fulfilled the prophecy
made to the last king of the Britons, Cadwallader, that his successor would once again rule the
whole of Britain. A year after the battle of Bosworth (1485) the new king, Henry VII, named his
son and heir Arthur, much to the delight of the Welsh.The popularity of the Historia among the
Tudors and their supporters made scholars think twice about offering criticism of its validity.
Indeed, some decided to embellish the story still further. One such was Hector Boece (Boethius;
1465–1536), a Scotsman whose Scotorum Historiae a Prima Gentis Origine was published in
1527. His contribution was to introduce Scota, daughter of a pharaoh and a Greek prince, as the
founder of the Scots, expanding on a story recorded by Nennius. He also revised the exploits of
Arthur to the benefit of the Scots. But it was the Englishman John Bale (1495–1563), bishop of
Ossory, who was to offer the most far-reaching amplification of Geoffrey’s work in his book
Illustrium Maioris Britanniae, published in 1548. While accepting the Brutus story and what
followed, Bale was concerned to give Britain a pre-Brutus history, which he did by constructing
two family trees, beginning with Noah. The first began with Noah’s son Japheth, whose son
Samothes became the first king of the Gauls and of Britain a thousand years before Brutus. It
was the successors of Samothes who were responsible for introducing a range of skills into the
island: astronomy, political science, urban design, philosophy, Druidism, music, and poetry. A
second, and separate, dynasty sprang from Noah’s evil son, Ham: it included Osiris and,
eventually, Neptune, whose liaison with Amphitrite produced the giant Albion. Albion took over
the island, giving it his own name and instigating a terrible age of increasing barbarism which
lasted for five centuries, ending only with the landing of Brutus. Bale’s imaginative creations
satisfied the concerns of those who were expressing doubts about the giants; it also neatly
linked the British narrative more firmly to the familiar biblical tradition.But the critics of the
Historia were by now becoming vocal. The most devastating attack came in 1521 from the pen
of the clergyman–scholar John Major (1489–1550). In his modest and good-humoured book
Historia Maioris Britanniae he demolished the entire edifice of Brutus, Scotia, and the like,
though he was entirely happy to support the Arthurian stories—perhaps a wise precaution
during the reign of Henry VIII. The title of Major’s book is interesting; it is probably a pun on the
author’s name but it is usually translated as The History of Great Britain—the first time that
Britain was called Great!Another key figure in the debate about the Historia was Polydore Vergil
(c.1470–c.1555), an Italian who arrived in England in 1502 and stayed under the patronage of
Henry VII to write Anglica Historia. In it he presented a thorough and convincing demolition of
Geoffrey’s Historia. Geoffrey had enhanced his stories ‘with most impudent lyeing’, he wrote: the
entire tissue of myth should be discarded. Other critics were to follow. A conservative rearguard



mounted a staunch defence and the battle raged throughout the sixteenth century, but by the
end of the century Renaissance scholarship had triumphed and Brutus was barely heard of
again.Topography and Anthropology in Renaissance ThoughtThe debate about British origins,
which raged during the sixteenth century and trickled over into the next, represents the demise
of the medieval clerical tradition with its emphasis on ‘old documents’, whether real or imagined,
and its desire for a simple narrative. An awareness of the real world of tangible evidence was
beginning to take hold. One of the earliest protagonists of this new curiosity was John Leland
(1503–52). Leland was educated at St Paul’s School, Oxford, and in Paris, returning to England
in 1529 to be ordained as a royal chaplain. He soon became one of the librarians to the king,
Henry VIII, and in 1533 was given a royal commission to travel the country ‘to serche al the
libraries of monasteries and collegies’ for ancient texts. So enthused was he by what he saw that
he extended his operations, travelling to all parts of England and Wales, observing and
recording countryside and monuments alike in preparation for writing the first detailed
topographical description of the country. His plan was to present his findings in a great book, De
Antiquitate Britannica. For the next twelve years his travels took him to all corners of the country
—no mean achievement given the state of the roads—but in 1550 he lapsed into insanity and
died two years later. Fortunately he had compiled copious notes, which were extensively used
by later topographers and subsequently published in 1710–12 as The Itinerary of John Leland
under the editorship of Thomas Hearne.Leland’s great contribution was that he saw for himself
the physical remnants of Britain’s past scattered about the countryside and realized that here
was tangible evidence of the country’s history and prehistory. He was able to identify
monuments of different dates, distinguishing between Roman structures and Iron Age hill-forts,
which he interpreted correctly as pre-Roman. But for all the new evidence that he amassed, he
remained an ardent supporter of the Brutus myth. His deep admiration for the Tudor monarchy
made it impossible for him to question the narrative that led from Brutus to his beloved patron,
Henry.Although other scholars attempted to produce topographical accounts in the latter part of
the sixteenth century, there was nothing to compare with the standards set by Leland until
William Camden (1551–1623) published his remarkable Britannia in 1586. Camden was a young
man at the time of publication. After studying at Oxford he spent time visiting antiquities
throughout the country before becoming a master at Westminster School at the age of 24. He
continued his travels in school holidays—an arduous regime that was to last for eleven years—
before his researches were ready for publication. His scope was ambitious: all of the British Isles
were covered, including Ireland and outlying islands from Shetland to the Channel Islands. His
intention, he said, was ‘in each county … to describe its ancient inhabitants, etymology of its
name, its limits, soil, remarkable places both ancient and modern’. This he achieved in full
measure. The work was an immediate success and won Camden the reputation of being the
foremost antiquary of the day. By 1600 five editions of Britannia had been published, and in
1610 the first edition in English appeared. It continued to serve as a model for antiquaries
throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, with subsequent revised editions



appearing in 1695, 1789, and 1806.1.2 William Camden (1551–1623)Camden had no time for
the Brutus myth, though he was discreet about dismissing it, referring instead simply to the
weight of contrary opinion amassed by both British and continental writers. He was of the view
that the British were a branch of the Gauls—a view based on a careful comparison of the
language, customs, and religion of the Gauls and Britons. In this he was following the
observations recorded by Julius Caesar. The name Britannia, he said, had nothing to do with
Brutus but was derived from a Greek word meaning ‘land of the painted people’. What led him to
such a view is not immediately clear, but it suggests that he had knowledge of the texts of
Diodorus Siculus and Strabo, where ‘Prettanikē’ is used as the name for Britain (p. 4 above). His
one concession to the old myth was that the Gauls could claim Gomer, son of Japheth, as their
ancestor. The Gomerians were later to be known as Cimbri, from which the name Cymry
(Wales) derived.The publication of Camden’s Britannia marked a turning point. Here was a
Renaissance scholar sweeping away old nonsenses about the past and demonstrating that the
early history of Britain had to be built on a sound factual basis—on the evidence of monuments
and artefacts, and on a critical appreciation of the classical texts. He was, however, of an age
when casting free of the biblical myths was too anarchic to be contemplated.Camden was
writing at a time when visions of the world were expanding at an astonishing rate: the discovery
of the New World had, quite literally, opened up new horizons. From the early sixteenth century,
accounts of the native inhabitants of America were beginning to be published and some
scholars, like the French philosopher Montaigne, could wonder whether the Native Americans
were not a purer representation of humanity than the Europeans. More enterprising explorers
brought native peoples back to Europe as specimens to be wondered at. In 1532 William
Hawkins presented a Brazilian ‘king’ to Henry VIII, ‘at the sight of whom the King and all the
nobilitie did not a little marvelle’. Knowledge of groups of Inuit abducted by Frobisher and
brought to Bristol in 1576 and 1577 was widely disseminated through drawings made by John
White. These were seen by William Camden, who commented on ‘the women painted about the
eyes and balls of the cheek with a blue colour like the ancient Britons’. White also accompanied
Walter Ralegh’s expedition to Virginia in 1585 and made a series of drawings there of the
Algonquian Indians, as well as illustrating the local fauna and flora. White’s depictions of natives
were given wide circulation through engravings published in the first part of Theodore de Bry’s
magnificent America in 1590. In the second part of his volume, beginning with a new title page,
de Bry gives a further five illustrations introduced as ‘som picture of the Pictes which in the olde
tyme dyd habite one part of the great Bretainne’. He included these pictures ‘for to showe how
that the Inhabitants of the great Bretannie have bin in times past as sauvage as those of
Virginia’. This must be the first example of ethnographical analogy being used to throw light on
prehistoric Britain.1.3 In William Camden’s book Britannia, first published in Latin in 1586, he
realized that some of the pre-Roman coins of Britain listed the names of British kings, like
Cunobelinus and Tascovanus, and places such as the early towns of Verulamium and
Camulodunum. The illustration comes from the 1600 edition of his book1.4 A seventeenth-



century vision of an ancient Briton from John Speed’s The Historie of Great Britaine, published
in 1611Versions of these images were given even wider prominence in John Speed’s Historie of
Great Britaine, published in 1611. In a chapter entitled ‘The Portraiture of the Ancient Britaines’
he offers four wood-block illustrations of Britons clearly modelled on de Bry’s Picts. All the icons
—familiar to a reader of the classical texts—are here: the billowing moustaches and naked body
of the warrior, complete with neck torc, weapons, and the severed heads of enemies. The Briton
has now taken on a vivid visual reality—barbarous but noble, an ancestor one might even wish
to take pride in.The Phoenicians and the Coming of the CeltsThe publication, throughout the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, of an increasing number of classical texts, first in Latin and
Greek and later in English translation, introduced contemporary accounts of Britons and Gauls
and of the classical world to the educated reader. Gradually this newly available information was
integrated into models of British prehistory.One particularly inventive writer was the antiquary
Aylett Sammes (c.1636–c.1679), who published his Britannia Antiqua Illustrata, or, The
Antiquities of Ancient Britain, derived from the Phoenicians in 1676. Sammes was content to
accept Camden’s account of the first Britons resulting from a flow of Cimbri from the Black Sea
region but could not resist adding Phoenicians arriving via the Atlantic seaways, followed by
Greek traders in search of tin, who introduced the idea of the Homeric chariot. The Greek tin
trade was well attested by Diodorus Siculus and Pliny, and Caesar gave a vivid account of
chariot warfare in Britain. All Sammes was doing was to link the two with what was to him a
plausible explanation. The idea of a Phoenician influx had first been put forward by John Twyne
(c.1505–1581) in his De Rebus Albionicis, Britannicis, atque Anglicis of 1590, but not much
notice was taken of it until it was accepted by the French antiquary Samuel Bochart (1599–1667)
and expanded in his Geographia Sacra (1646), a popular but extreme work which championed
the Phoenicians as the founders of much of ancient Europe. In spite of a total lack of evidence,
the myth has shown a curious resilience and continues to do so in popular imagination even
today.With a wider reading of the classical texts came a growing awareness of the Celts, who
were believed to have occupied much of west central Europe from the middle of the first
millennium BC. Their migratory movements and raids southwards into the Italian peninsula and
eastwards into the Balkans, Greece, and Turkey brought them into direct confrontation with the
Greeks and Romans, who offered vivid descriptions of these northern barbarians.The Celts
were given a new prominence by a Breton cleric, Paul-Yves Pezron (1639–1706), whose book
L’Antiquité de la nation et de la langue des Celtes, published in 1703, was to become very
influential. The English translation appeared three years later and brought it to an even wider
audience. The essence of Pezron’s argument was that the Celts, descendants of Noah, lived in
Asia Minor and spread through Europe in prehistoric times. They attacked Rome and Greece
and settled in western Europe, where they were known as Gauls, and their descendants survive
today in Wales and Brittany, where their Celtic language is still spoken. This view was broadly in
harmony with the sketch given by Camden more than a century earlier, but it more closely
related the traditional story to the now more familiar classical sources and to Pezron’s own



interpretation of the linguistic evidence. More to the point, it presented the noble, warlike,
drunken, and really rather likeable Celt as the direct ancestor of both the French and the British.
Yet by arguing that their true descendants were the Bretons and the Welsh, Pezron was making
a clear distinction between indigenous populations and the incoming Franks and Anglo-Saxons,
the antecedents of the oppressive nation-states of England and France. It was an interpretation
that appealed to his fellow Bretons.One British scholar who was particularly impressed with
Pezron’s model was Edward Lhuyd (1660–1709), keeper of the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford
and a Welshman. Lhuyd had been engaged in updating the Welsh section of the new edition of
Camden’s Britannia, published in 1695, and had turned his attention to the collection and
preparation of material for an ambitious new project: a multi-volume account of the antiquity of
Britain to be based on his own extensive fieldwork, as well as new manuscript sources and an
extensive correspondence with fellow antiquaries. Between 1697 and 1701 Lhuyd travelled
widely in Cornwall, Scotland, Ireland, and Brittany, paying close attention to the languages
spoken there. In 1707 the first volume of his Archaeologia Britannica appeared. It was subtitled
Glossography and contained a detailed account of ‘the original languages of Britain and Ireland’,
exploring the affinity between Welsh, Irish, Scottish, Cornish, and Breton. These languages he
called Celtic, clearly influenced by Pezron, whose work he much admired. Lhuyd died in 1709,
leaving the Glossography—the only volume of the Archaeologia to be published—as a
monument to his scholarship. How he would have used his huge collection of new data in the
creation of an early history of Britain we shall never know, but there are hints of his thinking in
letters to friends and in the preface to the Welsh editions of the Archaeologia. To explain the
variations he observed in the Celtic languages, he visualized an initial movement of Celts
coming from Spain and settling in Ireland and a later movement coming from Gaul and pushing
through Britain. Both views had been expressed earlier in the seventeenth century, and indeed
both go back, as we have seen, to the early documents gathered by Nennius. In restating them
here as an explanation for the linguistic evidence he had so carefully observed, he was building
a hypothesis that was to be highly influential for the next 250 years.Lhuyd’s ideas of successive
Celtic invasions were further developed by the Celtic philologist Sir John Rhys (1840–1915) in
an influential book, Early Britain: Celtic Britain, first published in 1882. It provided the basic
model used by archaeologists to structure their data well into the second half of the twentieth
century. This is an issue to be explored in more detail in Chapter 7.1.5 Britannia Antiqua
Illustrata, by Aylett Sammes, published in 1676, was a curious compilation, largely of fantasy.
One of his beliefs was that the first inhabitants of Britain were Cimbri, seen here migrating from
the Black SeaStagnation and DespairTwo enthusiasms spilled over into the early decades of the
eighteenth century: the fascination for seeing monuments in their landscapes, and recourse to
the classical texts to provide colour and substance for the ancient Britons half-hidden in the dim
recesses of prehistory. William Stukeley (1687–1765) was an adept practitioner of both arts.
Educated at Cambridge as a physician, Stukeley spent his earlier years travelling extensively in
England and Wales, eventually publishing an illustrated account of his journeys in Itinerarium



Curiosum, or, An Account of the Antiquitys and Remarkable Curiositys in Nature or Art, Observ’d
in Travels thro’ Great Brittan in 1724. But already he was developing a fascination with the great
stone circles of Avebury and Stonehenge tucked away in the remoteness of the Wiltshire
chalklands. Both monuments were already known to antiquarians. John Aubrey (1626–97), a
Wiltshire scholar, had described them in a manuscript he was preparing. Previous writers had
suggested that they were Roman, Phoenician, or Danish, but Aubrey pointed out that they
belonged to a class of monuments—stone circles—that were found in Ireland and Scotland, way
beyond the reach of these peoples. He concluded: ‘All these monuments are of the same
fashion, and antique rudeness: wherefore I conclude, that they were erected by the Britons: and
were Temples of the Druids.’ Stukeley had been shown a transcript of Aubrey’s unpublished
manuscript and was inspired by it. Each year from 1719 to 1724 he spent the late spring and
early summer studying the two monuments, making detailed and accurate plans of them, as well
as perspective drawings. He was also concerned with their broader landscape settings and with
the lesser monuments that clustered around the two giant circles. His study was far more
detailed and perceptive than anything that had gone before.1.6 William Stukeley (1687–1765) at
the age of 40In 1723 Stukeley settled down to prepare a book, The History of the Temples of the
Ancient Celts, but his interests were beginning to become more diverse, and publication was
delayed. It was not until much later in life, after he had given up his scientific rigour, had become
ordained, and had increasingly indulged himself in a whimsy of invented Druidism that fast
became an obsession, that two slim volumes appeared: Stonehenge in 1740 and Avebury in
1743. His earlier objectivity had been abandoned, and fact and fantasy were now inextricably
mixed. In his early life Stukeley had been an astute observer, noting the siting of barrows,
silhouetted on false summits when seen from the valley bottoms, and identifying the boundaries
of prehistoric field systems. He had also made a thorough study of pre-Roman coinage, correctly
reading their inscriptions and realizing that they referred to British kings and to towns. And yet in
mid-life he succumbed increasingly to an overheated imagination dominated by visions of the
Druids he had read about in the classical texts. Rationalism had given way to mania.1.7 John
Aubrey was one of the first antiquaries to produce accurate surveys of prehistoric monuments.
His survey of Avebury was drawn at a scale of half an inch to a chain (66 feet) in 1663. It shows
details of standing stones, many of which no longer surviveWhile Stukeley’s critical decline may
have been a feature of his own metabolism, it mirrored quite clearly what was happening more
widely in Britain’s intellectual life. After the excitement of the Renaissance had worked itself out,
the country lapsed into a lazy Romanticism. Stukeley’s later ramblings were symptomatic. In the
world of the antiquary, some, undaunted by lack of evidence, simply invented the past they
desired. In Scotland, James Macpherson (1736–96) published a group of poems ascribed to a
semi-legendary bard, Ossian, son of Fingal. His sources, he claimed, were ancient manuscripts
that had come into his possession. The ‘Ossian’ saga presented Scotland with an epic tradition
worthy of Homer and became wildly popular, not only in Scotland but across Europe. But it was
soon to be discredited as a fake—a construct of Macpherson’s imagination, inspired by a few



scraps of surviving folk tradition.1.8 William Stukeley was intending to publish his studies of
Stonehenge and Avebury in a book prepared in 1723, for which this was to be his title page. In
the event, Stonehenge was published in 1740 and Avebury in 17431.9 William Stukeley’s plan of
Avebury, drawn in 1724, is more schematized than Aubrey’s but includes much of the same
archaeological detail set among the modern topographyAn equally impressive invention was
that perpetrated in 1792 by a Welsh stonemason, Edward Williams (1747–1826), who preferred
to be known by his bardic name Iolo Morganwg. Iolo, deeply immersed in Welsh bardic
mythology, created a ‘bardic’ ceremony known as Gorsedd, complete with a stone circle and
Druidic altar, which was first enacted on Primrose Hill in London. It was pure invention, but by
persuasive skill he managed to have it grafted onto the ancient ceremony of the Welsh
Eisteddfod, of which it remains a part even today.But alongside the wishful thinking of the
Romantics there were men trying to understand the nature of humankind at a more
philosophical level—men like Jean-Jacques Rousseau, whose Discours sur l’origine et les
fondements de l’inégalité parmi les hommes was published in 1755, and Henry Home, Lord
Kames, author of Sketches of the History of Man (1778). These ideas were particularly
welcomed in Scotland, where links with French scholarship were strong. James Burnett, Lord
Monboddo (1714–99), lord of session, speculated on the notion that the orang-utan was a type
of human differentiated only by lack of speech. But such ideas were treated with derision by his
contemporary Samuel Johnson: ‘Sire, it is all conjecture about Things useless … conjecture, as
to things useful, is good. But conjecture as to what would be useless to know, such as whether
man went upon all fours, is very idle.’One of the more interesting of the free-thinkers of the time
was the colonial governor Thomas Pownall (1722–1805). Pownall had observed ‘primitive’
peoples during his service in New Jersey and Massachusetts between 1755 and 1760, and this
informed a paper that he read to the Society of Antiquaries in 1770 (subsequently published in
1773) in which he speculated about the ‘various species of mankind’ being suited to the state of
the earth at the time when they lived: ‘The face of the earth being originally everywhere covered
with wood, except where water prevailed, the first human beings of it were Woodland-Men living
on the fruits, fish and game of the forest. To these the land-worker succeeded. He settled on the
land, became a fixed inhabitant and increased and multiplied.’ Here is a model offering a time-
depth to prehistory based on a reasoned theory supported by ethnographic observations. It was
a significant advance on biblical myths and Druidic nonsense.The beginning of the nineteenth
century saw the more energetic antiquaries, desperate to advance the understanding of the
British past and tired of endless speculation, turn to excavation. This was not an entirely new
pursuit. Stukeley and others before him had dug into monuments in the hope of enlightenment,
but it was always on a very small scale and led to nothing. In 1800 all this changed when Sir
Richard Colt Hoare (1758–1838), owner of the Stourhead estate in Wiltshire, joined forces with
William Cunnington, a Wiltshire wool merchant, in a quest to explore the barrows of their native
county. Over the next ten years their increasingly skilled team of labourers cut trenches through
350 monuments. Their results were published in two magnificent volumes, The Ancient History



of… Wiltshire (1812–19). Colt Hoare introduces the work with a clarion call: ‘“We speak from
facts, not theory”. Such is the motto I adopt, and to this text I shall most strictly adhere. I shall not
seek among the fanciful regions of romance an origin for our Wiltshire Britons.’ It is a worthy
sentiment, but in the final reckoning he was forced to admit total ‘ignorance of the authors of
these sepulchral memorials … We have evidence of the very high antiquity of our Wiltshire
barrows, but none respecting the tribes of whom they appertained, that can rest on solid
foundations.’ After ten years of persistent hard work it was a cry of despair. In a letter to his
colleague William Cunnington, Colt Hoare had set out his ideas about the development of British
prehistory. He recognized three eras. The first of these was of bone and stone ‘belonging to the
primeval inhabitants in the savage state’: these were the Celts. The second was the era of brass,
introduced by ‘the more polished nations of Africa’ (i.e. the Phoenicians) engaged in the tin
trade; the recipients were the Belgae. The third was the era of iron, ‘introduced but a little before
the invasion of the Romans’. There is little new in all this that would not have been commonplace
a century or more before, but in proposing eras of stone, brass, and iron Colt Hoare was
venturing ahead of his time. Although the Roman writer Lucretius had talked in these terms in
the first century BC, the Three Age System, as it became known, was not fully formulated until
1836 (p.30).1.10 Sir Richard Colt Hoare studying Bronze Age burial urns he had unearthed in
his extensive barrow diggings. The picture is the frontispiece of his Ancient History of …
Wiltshire, volume ii, published in 18211.11 Excavation in progress on Wiltshire barrows. The
labourers dig while Sir Richard Colt Hoare and William Cunnington supervise. Watercolour by
Philip Crocker, c.1807The Antiquity of ManSpeculation about the chronology of Britain’s past
goes back to Nennius, who divided the history of the world into six ages based on time-lines
related to the lives of the patriarchs set out in the Bible. The British, he said, came to Britain in
the Third Age (from Abraham to David), while the Irish arrived in the Fourth Age (from David to
Daniel). It was a chronology of sorts and survived well into the Renaissance.Throughout the
Middle Ages much effort was spent in attempting to work out the age of the world using the
pedigrees listed in the Old Testament. Consensus was finally reached in 1650, when the
archbishop of Armagh, James Ussher (1581–1656), arrived at the date as 4004 BC, which he
published together with his proof in the Annals of the Old and New Testament. Even greater
precision was added a little later by John Lightfoot, vice-chancellor of Cambridge University,
whose calculations led him to the belief that ‘man was created by the Trinity on October 23, 4004
BC at nine o’clock in the morning’. The archaeologist Glyn Daniel could not resist adding, ‘we
may perhaps see in these dates and time a prejudice of a Vice-Chancellor for the beginning of
an academic year and the beginning of an academic morning’.Acceptance of the date 4004 BC
for the Creation meant, on Nennius’ calculation, that the Flood should be dated to 1762 BC. This
provided the time-frame that had to contain the whole of European prehistory. It was constraints
like this that caused Colt Hoare, as late as the early nineteenth century, to date his Wiltshire
barrows to between 500 and 1,000 years before Caesar’s invasion. As the awareness of the
complexity of the prehistoric record became gradually better understood, so the constriction of



the biblical chronology became increasingly unacceptable.The idea of an age of stone
preceding an age of ‘brass’ was well established in British antiquarian writing. As early as 1650
William Dugdale was writing about stone tools as weapons used by the Britons before the art of
making arms of brass or iron was known, and in 1766 Charles Lyttelton (1714–68), bishop of
Carlisle, read a paper to the Society of Antiquaries describing some stone axes as ‘coeval with
the first inhabitants of this island’, suggesting that they should be dated before the arrival of
metals. So far there was no direct conflict with the Church’s teaching, but thirty years later the
society was to hear from a correspondent, John Frere, about a group of what we would now
recognize as lower Palaeolithic hand-axes that were found at Hoxne in Suffolk at a depth of 12
feet. What was unnerving was that the undisturbed layer in which they were found also
contained the bones of extinct animals. If the Bible was right, man and extinct animals could not
have coexisted. In the printed version of his lecture, published in 1800, Frere carefully concluded
that ‘The situation in which these weapons were found may tempt us to refer them to a very
remote period indeed, even beyond that of the present world.’ Frere’s momentous discovery
seems to have passed unnoticed, or at least unremarked.1.12 One of the Palaeolithic hand-axes
found in river gravels at Hoxne. It was illustrated and described by John Frere in a paper
published in Archaeologia in 1797A generation later a Roman Catholic priest, Father John
MacEnery (1796–1841), was excavating in the cave of Kent’s Cavern at Torquay. He laboured
there from 1824 until 1829, finding remains spanning the prehistoric period. Low in the sequence
he came upon a thick, unbroken deposit of stalagmite, which he dug through, finding beneath it
flint implements directly associated with bones of extinct animals. In some excitement he wrote
to William Buckland (1784–1856), who had been professor of geology at Oxford but was now
dean of Westminster. Buckland was recognized as one of the foremost scholars of his time and
his Reliquiae Diluvianae (1823) was a standard textbook on, as its subtitle tells us, ‘organic
remains contained in caves, fissures, and diluvial gravel … attesting the action of an universal
deluge’. He was, then, a scientist–clergyman who believed that scientific discoveries proved the
Flood. Not unsurprisingly, when MacEnery presented his observations, Buckland was entirely
dismissive. The artefacts, he argued, must have got below the stalagmite floor as the result of
pits being dug through it by later Celtic occupants, allowing more recent material to mix with the
extinct animal remains below. MacEnery was insistent that this was not so, but in deference to
the famous scholar he delayed publication. ‘It is painful to dissent from so high an authority,’ he
wrote, ‘and more particularly so from my concurrence generally in his views of the phenomena of
these caves.’ Intellectual torment combined with ill health and lack of money meant that his
results remained unpublished until 1859—by which time the intellectual climate had changed
out of all recognition.1.13 William Buckland (1784–1856) dressed for fieldworkWilliam Buckland
was a towering authority. Like other geologists of his time, he believed that the geological record
could only be interpreted in terms of there having been a series of catastrophes in the remote
past, each followed by a new act of creation. One school of French geologists identified twenty-
seven such events. Although the number of catastrophes varied according to different



authorities, the last act of creation, they all agreed, was the story told in Genesis, and the last
catastrophe, the biblical Flood.The catastrophists were not unchallenged. Since the end of the
eighteenth century some geologists had been arguing that the geological record could only be
interpreted in terms of processes observable today. ‘No processes are to be employed’, wrote
James Hutton in 1785, ‘that are not natural to the globe; no action to be admitted except those of
which we know the principle’: this was the doctrine of uniformitarianism. The foremost exponent
of uniformitarianism was Charles Lyell (1797–1875), whose highly influential Principles of
Geology was published in three volumes from 1830 to 1833 and was reprinted on many
occasions throughout the nineteenth century. It was this work that was to have such a formative
influence on the mind of the young Charles Darwin as he made his epic journey on the Beagle.
The geological debate raged throughout the first half of the nineteenth century and formed the
background to the fierce battle over the antiquity of man. Buckland believed passionately that
there had been a succession of earlier creations and floods and that human remains could not
be found in the last flood deposit, except of course in the vicinity of the Garden of Eden. But he
was far from being a pure theoretician: he visited sites throughout the country, observing
deposits in caves and gravels wherever the bones of extinct animals were found, and carried out
lengthy observations on the eating habits of modern hyenas, one of which he kept as a pet.
Since all his researches were made with the intention of proving the truth of the biblical Flood, it
is understandable that when, in 1823, he exhumed, in a cave at Paviland in south Wales, the
skeleton of what we now know to be a 30,000-year-old male, covered with red ochre and
associated with artefacts of mammoth ivory and bones of extinct animals, he concluded that the
‘Red Lady of Paviland’ was a Roman burial dug into the earlier deposits on the cave floor: ‘she
was clearly not coeval with the antediluvian extinct species’. MacEnery’s disconcerting
discoveries in Kent’s Cavern a year or two later did not cause him to reverse his views: the Flood
was a fact; anything that suggested otherwise had to be explained away.But the tide was turning
against the diluvianists. Discoveries of human bones and artefacts in association with extinct
animal remains were being reported from Germany, France, and Sicily and could not be ignored.
In England attention turned once more to the Devon coast and Torquay. A local schoolmaster,
William Pengelly, had continued the exploration of Kent’s Cavern after MacEnery’s death and
had come to the conclusion that MacEnery had been correct. But the cave deposits were by now
much disturbed, and what was needed to provide indisputable evidence was a new, untouched
cave to use as a test before objective witnesses. A few years later just such a cave was found
not far away in Brixham. Here, under the auspices of the British Association, Pengelly carried out
a meticulously recorded excavation from the summer of 1858 to the summer of 1859. By the
end, his work had demonstrated to everyone’s satisfaction that flint implements associated with
the remains of extinct animals were indeed sealed by a completely unbroken layer of stalagmite.
MacEnery was vindicated, and his discoveries were fully published in 1859, eighteen years after
his death.It was in the same year that the archaeologist John Evans and the geologist John
Prestwick visited gravel-pits in the valley of the Somme near Abbeville, where a French



enthusiast, Boucher de Perthes, had for two decades been claiming to have found flint hand-
axes mixed up with extinct animal bones deep down in the gravels. Both men were senior figures
in their respective professions, and when they returned home to corroborate the finding in
papers presented before the Royal Society and the Society of Antiquaries, the scientific world
finally accepted the antiquity of man: it was three years after Dean Buckland’s death. Something
of the excitement of the time is captured by an entry in John Evans’s diary:1.14 The discovery of
tools stratified with the bones of extinct animals in a cave at Brixham, Devon, in 1858
demonstrated once and for all the antiquity of humankind. The owner of the cave, John Philip,
promoted the discovery widely in the interests of charging an admission feeThink of their finding
flint axes and arrowheads at Abbeville in conjunction with bones of Elephants and Rhinoceroses
forty feet below the surface of a bed of drift. In this bone cave in Devonshire … They have found
arrowheads among the bones and the same is reported of a cave in Sicily. I can hardly believe it.
It will make my ancient Britons quite modern if Man is carried back in England to the days where
Elephants, Rhinoceroses, Hippopotamuses and Tigers were also inhabitants of the country.At
the moment in which these revelations were stunning the academic community, Charles Darwin
published his On the Origin of Species. The world would never be the same again.Time-
LinesJohn Evans’s expression of wonder at the antiquity of the human race was no doubt widely
felt at the time, but people had been trying to bring some structure and some sense of
chronology into their understanding of the past since Nennius had first offered his Ages of Man
in the early ninth century. In the first decade of the nineteenth century Colt Hoare, as we have
seen, was speculating about the successive ages of stone, brass, and iron, much as Lucretius
had done 2,000 years before, but the dates he assigned were mere guesswork.The simple
concept of three ages was in the minds of many antiquaries throughout Europe, but it was not
formally systematized until the curator of the National Museum of Copenhagen, C. J. Thomsen
(1788–1865), reorganized the national collection into objects of stone, bronze, and iron in 1819.
The publication of the museum’s catalogue, in Danish in 1836, gave some publicity to the idea,
but it was its translation into English in 1848 that brought the scheme fully to the notice of British
archaeologists. Thomsen’s successor, J. J. A. Worsaae (1821–85), was soon to demonstrate,
through fieldwork and careful stratigraphic excavation, that the system worked in practice and
was more than just a theory. His book, translated as The Primeval Antiquities of Denmark, was
published in England in 1849. Among British archaeologists there was a general acceptance of
the Three Age System, though some were still cautious and a few hostile.When Sir John
Lubbock (later Lord Avebury) came to publish his widely influential Pre-Historic Times as
Illustrated by Ancient Remains in 1865, he added a refinement by dividing the Stone Age into
two phases, the Palaeolithic and the Neolithic, while accepting the validity of the Bronze Age
and the Early Iron Age (‘Early’ to distinguish it from the iron-using Romans and their
successors). But chronology was still very much in debate, as he made clear in his opening
words: ‘The first appearance of man in Europe dates from a period so remote that neither history
nor tradition can throw any light on his origin or mode of life’: contemporary estimates for the age



of Palaeolithic hand-axes found in the Somme gravels varied from 20,000 to 240,000 years. The
very imprecision made this, as one writer said, ‘a curious and interesting problem’.While
archaeological discoveries continued to be made in ever-increasing quantity during the latter
part of the nineteenth century, the understanding of the peoples of Britain, rather than just their
artefacts, remained static. The first textbook of the twentieth century, Thomas Rice Holmes’s
Ancient Britain and the Invasions of Julius Caesar (1907), presents the familiar picture of
Palaeolithic man followed by a Neolithic invasion, a Bronze Age invasion, and an Iron Age
invasion. No dates were suggested for the Neolithic, but the Bronze Age invasion was dated to
around 1400 BC. The Belgae came later. It was not much of an advance on the scheme briefly
sketched by Colt Hoare a century before.The obsession with ‘invaders’ is easy to understand.
British history as taught in schools spoke of successive waves of invaders from the Continent
covering swaths of the British Isles: Normans, Danes, Saxons, Romans. It was not unreasonable
to back-project this model into the depths of prehistory. Also taught were the glories of empire—
of the Roman empire, and of the British empire following proudly in its wake. Primitive people
were conquered by superior cultures introducing new religious beliefs, new technologies, and
new forms of government, all producing beneficial change. In the mood of high Victorian
imperialism, in which leaders like Lord Raglan could believe that ‘natives don’t invent things’, it
was not unnatural to interpret the changes identifiable in the archaeological record as the direct
consequence of new people moving in to set up their ascendancy over indigenous
populations.In a post-colonial era, with a far more nuanced understanding of behavioural
sciences, anthropology, and economics, these invasionist models may now seem crude and
grotesquely over-simple, but they played an essential part in our striving to understand our
history and prehistory. At best it is a warning that our views of the past will always be conditioned
by current preconceptions: our understanding is circumscribed by our being.2Britain
EmergesTHE STAGE IS SET‘BRITAIN, the best of the islands, is situated in the Western Ocean
between France and Ireland … It provides in unfailing plenty everything that is suited to the use
of human beings.’ So wrote Geoffrey of Monmouth in the twelfth century. The richness of the
British Isles is a theme that many of the early writers return to again and again. They were right.
The British Isles are favoured by nature, and it is all due to two things, the Continental Shelf and
the Gulf Stream, and it is with these fundamentals we must begin.The British Isles are little more
than the submerged uplands of an extensive plateau lying at the western extremity of the
Eurasian land-mass. Their familiar form today is the result of distant geological forces modified
by fluctuations in sea-level. The Continental Shelf comes to an abrupt end in a steep under-sea
cliff, which separates the undulating surface of the plateau itself, now between 100 and 200
metres below the present sea-level, from the ocean depths at 2,000 metres and more. The
satellite image and map show the extent of these shallow seas. To the south the North-East
Atlantic basin comes in a deep bight close to the northern edge of Iberia, giving form to the Bay
of Biscay. To the west the under-sea cliff is fronted by the Rockall Deep, beyond which is an
ocean ridge represented now by the Rockall Bank and the Faeroe Islands. The Deep leads to



the Norwegian Sea, and from there another deep channel, the Norwegian Trench, extends,
separating the Shelf from the ancient mountain range of southern Norway, creating the famous
seaway the Skagerrak, which lies between Norway and Denmark and gives access to the Baltic.
The Shelf, then, is a massive stretch of ‘territory’: it extends from latitude 46° north to 61° north
and from the present continental coast to the longitude of 12° west. The unsubmerged pieces of
land, Britain, Ireland, and the other islands, account for less than half of its area.2.1 This
spectacular satellite photograph of western Europe shows, with great clarity, the extent of the
Continental Shelf binding Britain and Ireland to mainland Europe. The sharp edge of the shelf
where it plunges to the ocean deeps is particularly clearThe reason why the Continental Shelf is
so relevant to the very nature of Britain is that the shallow sea creates a special, and highly
beneficial, environment. Rivers bring down nutrient-rich sediments, which blanket the Shelf,
while the shallowness of the sea allows sunlight to penetrate the depths. The two factors in
combination create ideal conditions for the growth of plankton, and the plankton provides food
for the shoals of fish that thrive in the shallow seas. This rich maritime resource has been vital to
the British and the Irish throughout their history.2.2 Britain and the Continental Shelf, showing
the main topographical featuresBut nature offers another benefit, the Gulf Stream, a flow of
warm water that originates in the currents of the Caribbean and streams north-eastwards across
the Atlantic to the ocean-facing shores of Europe before dissipating itself in the seas around
Iceland and Greenland. The Gulf Stream brings two advantages: the warm waters greatly
enhance plankton growth, thus boosting fish stocks still further, while at the same time
ameliorating the climate of the islands and the neighbouring coastal zone. The British Isles are
on the same latitude as Labrador and, without the comforting effects of the Gulf Stream, would
suffer the same harsh climate. We shall see later something of the disastrous climatic
deterioration that Britain experienced when changes in global temperature caused the Gulf
Stream to cease to flow.The British Isles, then, occupy a very favoured position in the world,
allowing the land and the sea to provide, as Geoffrey said, ‘in unfailing plenty’ everything that
humans could desire.2.3 The ocean currents in the North Atlantic that bring warm water from the
Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico region to the seas around Britain, giving north-western Europe its
mild climatePrelude: Charting the Deep PastThe story that we shall explore in this book starts
around 10,000 BC, when the country was about to emerge from the last freezing downturn of the
Last Glacial Maximum. In all probability so severe were the conditions that the hunter-gatherer
groups who had been roaming the southern parts of Britain were driven southwards into what is
now France. By about 9600 BC, however, the climate began suddenly to improve until around
8000 BC, when conditions became, if anything, a little warmer than they are today. It was in this
brief period of climatic improvement that communities began once more to move in and colonize
the empty landscape. These pioneers were the direct ancestors of the majority of the people
living in the islands today.Human groups, however, have lived in the land of proto-Britain on a
number of occasions during the last 800,000 years. But during this time there were long periods
when glacial conditions rendered huge areas uninhabitable and as parts of Europe and North



America disappeared beneath thick ice-sheets. Traditionally there were believed to be four
periods of glaciation with warm interglacials between, but this is something of an over-
simplification. Recent scientific work has shown there to have been an altogether more complex
pattern of twenty major climatic events when the temperature fluctuated from being very warm to
being intensely cold.The cause of these fluctuations lies in the complex relationship between the
earth and the sun. We are all familiar with the fact that the earth orbits the sun and that it spins
around its own axis, which is at an angle to the plane of its orbit. This causes some parts of the
earth’s surface to be nearer the sun for periods of time, accounting for the differences between
summer and winter. If all parts of this system were stable, the earth’s climate would remain
constant, but this is not so: there are three factors that cause subtle variations in the distance
between earth and sun. First, the earth’s orbit is not circular but is slightly elliptical, causing a
variation on a 100,000-year cycle. Secondly, the axis of the earth changes its tilt by a fraction
over a 41,000-year cycle; and thirdly, the planet has a slight wobble about its axis as it spins,
setting up changes over a cycle of 23,000 years. The combination of all these factors, creating
very small changes in the sun–earth relationship, determines the expansion or contraction of the
polar ice-cap and thus the sequence of fluctuating ice ages.The complexity of these changes
has taken some time to unravel. The earliest work was done on the Alpine region, and it was
here that the four major stages of glaciation were identified, providing a useful regional
sequence. More recently, over the last fifty years or so, work on deep-sea cores has pioneered a
new way to study the phenomenon globally. The principle is quite simple. Deep-sea cores
provide stratified sequences of calcareous accumulations derived from the shells of dead
organisms. The calcium carbonate in these layers contains oxygen of two different atomic
weights, 16O and 18O, which the organisms extract from the prevailing atmosphere. Since it can
be shown that cold conditions favour 18O over 16O, then by assessing the ratio of the two it is
possible to arrive at a direct measurement relating to the temperature of the ocean at the time of
deposition. From these measurements a system of twenty phases, known as marine isotope
stages, can be distinguished, reflecting changes in the earth’s climate. The method was
extremely valuable in providing a relative sequence, but it needed to be calibrated to give
absolute dates.2.4 Cycles of climatic change, known as the Milankovitch cycles, are caused by
cyclical changes in the earth’s orbit. Left: A major eccentricity in orbit around the sun causes a
100,000-year cycle. Top right: Differences in tilt of the axis cause a 41,000-year cycle. Bottom
right: Wobbles in the earth’s spin give rise to a 23,000-year cycleThe breakthrough came when,
in one of the cores, it was possible to identify a point at which a major reversal had occurred in
the earth’s magnetic field, the time when the North and South poles took up their present
positions. This same reversal has been recorded in rocks, where it could be dated to around
736,000 years ago using an absolute dating method. With this one point securely established,
and assuming that the deep-sea sediments had accumulated at a standard rate, it has been
possible to assign dates to the entire sequence. Another valuable dating method, which has
been developed over the last thirty years, is based on cores bored out of the Greenland ice-cap.



The largest core is 3,000 metres deep and represents the build-up of the ice over a 110,000-
year period. From the cores it is possible to measure annual increments, one year’s winter ice
being separated from the next year’s by a fine dust layer formed during the summer melt. The
temperatures prevailing at the time are estimated from the 16O to 18O ratios and from
proportions of the wind-blown chemical particles. The cores provide a very precise dated
sequence of climatic events extending back from the present.2.5 The major fluctuations in the
earth’s climate as reconstructed from deep-sea coresThe marine isotope stages provide a
universal scale against which it is possible to compare and date local sequences. In Britain it
was conventional to recognize three major phases of glaciation, the Anglian, Wolstonian, and
Devensian, with warmer interglacials interspersed, the Cromerian preceding the Anglian
glaciation, the Hoxnian between the Anglian and Wolstonian glaciations, the Ipswichian between
the Wolstonian and Devensian glaciations, and the Flandrian (or Holocene, in the European
nomenclature) following the Devensian and representing the period we are in now. These broad
terms are still useful, but the marine isotope stages, together with recent work on the faunal
remains found stratified in the glacial deposits, are beginning to show just how complex the true
picture really was.2.6 The major glacial and interglacial episodes correlated with the oxygen
isotope stagesEnter the Early HumansHuman presence is demonstrated in a variety of ways, by
tools, by tool marks preserved on animal bones, and by the skeletal remains of the people
themselves. The earliest indications of human activity, in the area later to become Britain,
belongs to the Cromerian interglacial and can be dated within the bracket 900,000–500,000
years ago, probably towards the earlier part of this range. Two sites are known, one in a cave at
Westbury in the Mendips, the other on the muddy foreshore at Happisburgh in Norfolk. Both
produced bones of extinct animals showing signs of butchery, together with a series of flint
implements suitable for cutting up the carcasses.It was not until around 500,000 years ago that
the first physical trace of an actual British inhabitant was found. The site was a camp that had
been set up at the base of what was then a sea-cliff but is now well inland in a gravel-pit at
Boxgrove near Chichester. Alongside a scatter of flint debris, which represents waste from
manufacturing hand-axes, two teeth and part of a tibia (shin-bone) were recovered. This
remarkable find belongs to a species of human, Homo heidelbergensis, who was significantly
different from modern man. He lived in Europe and became extinct about 200,000 years ago. In
the hominid family tree Homo heidelbergensis is probably ancestral to both the Neanderthals
and modern man.2.7 Happisburgh on the Norfolk coast as it was in 2006, showing the rapid
erosion of the sea-cliffs which exposed deposits that produced tools dating to the Anglian ice
advance about half a million years agoThis first brief interlude of human activity was brought to
an end with the onset of the Anglian glaciation around 470,000 years ago. For the next 60,000
years or so Britain was covered with an ice-sheet extending as far south as the Thames.The
Anglian glaciation was followed by the Hoxnian interglacial, lasting from about 410,000 to
380,000 years ago. This was a period of much milder climate, when herds of animals once more
roamed Britain, attracting in their wake bands of human predators. It was at Hoxne (from which



the interglacial was named) that John Frere made his momentous discovery of hand-axes and
extinct animals found together deep in the gravels in 1797. An even more important discovery
was made at Swanscombe in Kent in 1935 and 1936 when two large fragments of human skull
were recovered. Twenty years later, by a remarkable chance, another skull-bone was found that
joined to the other two. John Wymer, the young boy present on that historic occasion, went on to
become the foremost Palaeolithic archaeologist in Britain. Understandably, the skull of
Swanscombe Man has come under intense scrutiny, and it is now believed that, since he shows
some of the characteristics of early Neanderthals, he may lie towards the beginning of the
branch from which Homo neanderthalensis was to develop, well before modern man made an
appearance.2.8 Excavations in progress at Boxgrove quarry in West Sussex. The Palaeolithic
surface is being carefully exposed to show hand-axes lying in position where they had been
dropped by their makers2.9 Southern Britain during the Hoxnian interglacial about 400,000
years ago. There is some doubt about whether or not there was a land bridge between Kent and
Pas de Calais at this timeThe northern latitude of Britain remained congenial for human hunting
bands for only a comparatively short period of time, some 30,000 years, before glacial
conditions returned again around 380,000 years ago and, with various fluctuations in
temperature, lasted until 230,000 years ago. The return of the ice at this time encouraged the
Neanderthals who now roamed Europe to spread northwards into proto-Britain. They are
recognizable from their distinctive tools but are otherwise elusive in the fossil record. However, a
small community occupied the cave of Pontnewydd near the south Welsh town of Rhyl, where
eighteen teeth, representing at least five individuals, have been found.The vicious cold episode
to which the region of proto-Britain was subjected, characterized by sudden and violent swings
of climate, meant that even in the warm periods the country lay at the extremity of the habitable
world. It has been estimated that between 500,000 and 12,000 years ago humans were present
in what is now Britain for only a fifth of that time, and between 180,000 and 70,000 years ago the
land was entirely empty. No Neanderthals now ventured this far north, deterred perhaps by the
nascent Channel. Around 70,000 years ago the temperature began slowly to cool again. This
was the beginning of the Devensian cold stage—a period of fast-fluctuating temperatures
getting progressively colder and culminating in the period of intense cold known as the Last
Glacial Maximum, peaking around 27,000 years ago. At the beginning of this period falling sea-
levels made the southern parts of Britain easily accessible once more, and groups of
Neanderthals, recognizable from their distinctive Mousterian tools (named after the site in
France where they were first found), began to return again. At one of their camp sites, at Lynford
in Norfolk, remains of plants and animals showed that while temperatures were cooler than
today, reaching a maximum of 13 °C in summer and falling to −10 °C in winter, this was well
within the range acceptable for human habitation and the Neanderthals were a hardy breed.2.10
A group of flint tools including hand-axes and curved-edged cutting tools characteristic of the
tool-kit of the NeanderthalsHow long Neanderthals continued to hunt in Britain it is difficult to
say. Their tools have been found in cave sites in Derbyshire, the Mendips, Devon, and south



Wales, but by about 40,000 years ago they were in rapid decline and were soon to become
extinct. There has been much debate about the cause of their demise. One factor may have
been their inability to adapt to the increasing cold, but this is surely not the whole story. The
primary cause probably lies in the competition they now faced from a new species, Homo
sapiens, who first appeared in Europe about 50,000 years ago. The Neanderthals were no
match for the twin onslaughts of clever rivals and bitter winters.The First Modern ManHomo
sapiens emerged as a distinct species in Africa before 150,000 years ago and had spread to
Europe, developing a tool-kit far more sophisticated than that of the Neanderthals, using bone,
antler, and ivory as well as the ubiquitous flint which they now flaked with controlled delicacy.
These early modern humans were first identified at the rock shelter of Cro-Magnon in France in
1868, a name that has often been used to identify them thereafter. Their presence in Britain is
proclaimed by their tools from as early as 40,000 years ago, but the first physical remains of a
Cro-Magnon, found in Goat’s Hole Cave, Paviland, in south Wales, is 10,000 years or more
younger. This is the burial already referred to above (p. 29), uncovered by Dean Buckland in
1823 and called by him the ‘Red Lady of Paviland’. He was not only wrong about the sex of the
burial but he dated it to the Roman period, unable to accept the association of human remains
with extinct animals. There is a certain sadness in the fact that Buckland’s fundamentalist
Christian beliefs prevented him from being able to relish the true significance of his discovery:
the first known Briton to have been buried with such care that his lineage must surely have
believed in some kind of afterlife.2.11 Section of Goat’s Hole Cave, Paviland, on the Gower
peninsula, excavated by William Buckland. It was here that he found the famous ‘Red Lady of
Paviland’, the earliest remains of a modern human dating to about 40,000 years ago. Buckland
believed that the ‘Red Lady’ was of Roman dateThe first influx of Cro-Magnons into Britain was
not long-lived. As the Devensian glaciation intensified and the ice-sheets spread, so the limit of
human habitation was again pushed progressively southwards until, by about 25,000 years ago,
the land of Britain was totally abandoned once more. And so it was to remain for 10,000
years.The Last Glacial MaximumThe Last Glacial Maximum totally altered the face of north-
western Europe. Scandinavia was covered by ice 2 kilometres thick, and much of Britain south to
a line from the west midlands to the Wash disappeared between a 1.5-kilometre-thick sheet of
ice that extended west to the Atlantic, blanketing the northern half of Ireland. So much water was
tied up in these ice-caps that the sea-level sank to 150 kilometres below its present level,
exposing considerable expanses of the previously submerged Continental Shelf. This in turn
caused the many rivers to regrade to match the falling sea-levels, creating steep valleys cut into
the earlier valley floors. There is some debate about whether the Scandinavian and British ice-
caps coalesced, but the Shetland Islands were the focus of an ice-cap and it remains a distinct
possibility that the ice was continuous along the North Atlantic fringe. What is certain is that the
entire area in front of the ice, extending across what is now the North Sea, became land. The
greatly lowered sea-level also meant that the sea receded from the English Channel zone,
leaving only the Channel River, fed by its tributaries the Thames, the Rhine, and the Seine. The



low-lying land between the British and Scandinavian ice-sheets became a polar desert largely
devoid of life. Further south tundra spread for hundreds of miles—a desolate landscape
supporting only mosses, lichens, and some herbaceous plants, in summer scoured by bitter
winds blowing off the ice and carrying a fine dust of ice-ground rock particles, in winter
blanketed with snow.The intensification of glacial conditions drove human groups further and
further south into the zone of park tundra to refuges in south-western France, northern Iberia,
and further east into Ukraine. From these habitats hunting groups ventured into the northern
tundra in summer, but at the height of the glaciation the ice-free parts of Britain remained well
beyond the reach of humans. Not until about 15,000 years ago did the improvement in climate
allow the southern parts of Britain to be populated again.As the ice-caps retreated, leaving only
a small ice-sheet in western Scotland, a huge expanse of land opened up, bounded on the north
by the Norwegian Trench and on the west by the Rockall Deep. It was but a brief exposure.
Meltwater from the fast-retreating glaciers poured into the sea, causing sea-levels to rise,
progressively inundating low-lying areas of the northern lowlands. In this way the incipient North
Sea began to form. Soon the lower reaches of the Irish Sea River and the Channel River began
to flood, creating wide inlets extending deep inland. Even so, the land-masses of Britain and
Ireland were still very much part of continental Europe.2.12 Reconstruction of the region later to
become Britain and Ireland as it would have appeared during the height of the Devensian
glaciation around 30,000 years ago when ice-sheets covered most of the country and the sea-
level was very much lowerWith the ameliorating climate the fauna and flora began to change.
Large areas of the lowlands now supported woodlands of birch interspersed with stands of
willow, poplar, and pine set in wide expanses of grassy parkland providing forage for mammoth,
elk, red deer, aurochs, and horse, while predators like wolf, arctic fox, and bear sought out their
prey. There were periodic cold spells, but overall it was a highly congenial landscape for hunting
bands to exploit. Optimum conditions for settlement lasted a comparatively short time—only
some 4,000 years—but there is ample evidence for hunter-gatherer activity in Britain in the
caves of Creswell Crags in Derbyshire, Kent’s Cavern, Devon, and in the Mendips, especially at
Gough’s Cave in Cheddar Gorge, where the remains of at least three adults and two children
were found. The bodies show evidence of having been cut up and defleshed, possibly as part of
prescribed rituals following death. Whether or not this involved ritual cannibalism is a debatable
issue.2.13 The region later to become Britain and Ireland during the Late Glacial (or Dimlington)
stadial around 15,000 years ago. The ice-sheet covering Britain has now shrunk, but the sea-
level is still low so that Britain and Ireland are one with continental EuropeThe Slate Wiped
Clean Again?After the Last Glacial Maximum the warm period that followed, known as the
Windermere interstadial, was comparatively short-lived. Around 10,900 BC the climate suddenly
deteriorated, the mean annual temperature dropping by some 15 °C in the space of a single
generation, with lows reaching the levels of those of the Last Glacial Maximum. The last cold
interlude is known in Britain as the Loch Lomond stadial and on the Continent as the Younger
Dryas stadial (named after the tundra wildflower Dryas octopetala). The speed of the onset of



the intense cold suggests that the Gulf Stream, resurgent after the Last Glacial Maximum, had
been interrupted once more, perhaps as the result of increased quantities of icy water entering
the sea as the ice-caps melted in the preceding warm period. The balance was delicate and was
suddenly tipped, shutting off the Gulf Stream and plunging Britain into a final long glacial winter
lasting over a thousand years. Ice-caps developed in Scotland and Cumbria, tundra conditions
returned, and the reindeer roamed Britain once more.What effect the Loch Lomond stadial had
on the human population of Britain is still unclear, but in all probability people moved away
southwards, though some may have followed herds, as they migrated northwards to their
summer pastures in the north, for brief hunting expeditions. The country was not wholly
uninhabitable, and the slate might not have been entirely wiped clean. Then, sometime around
9600 BC, almost as fast as it had begun, the last cold phase came to an end and temperatures
started to rise rapidly. The last of the ice-sheets disappeared from the face of Britain, and human
groups began to move in to colonize every available ecological niche: the continuous history of
the Britons had begun.The Delicate Relationship between Land and SeaTo understand how the
isles of Britain and Ireland gained their familiar shapes it is necessary to consider the very
delicate relationship between the sea and the land—a relationship that is constantly evolving.
For a region like Britain, located on a shallow continental shelf, it is evident that even a slight
variation in the sea-level relative to the land will cause widespread changes to the topography of
the low-lying regions. The ice ages were a particularly powerful force for change. The creation of
permanent ice-caps several kilometres thick during the glacial maxima wrought massive
transformations to the face of north-western Europe. The sheer weight of the ice distorted the
earth’s crust, depressing the land beneath and pushing up a forebulge around the edge, while
the huge volumes of water bound up in the ice-caps caused significant falls in the sea-levels.
With the retreating of the ice-caps two processes were set in motion. The first is called isostatic
uplift. As the ice-cap melts and its weight decreases, so the distorted crust of the earth begins to
readjust to its former contours, the readjustment being proportional to the thickness (and
therefore weight) of the ice. This means that the rate at which the land rises is greatest where the
ice was thickest. Isostatic uplift was rapid at first, becoming slower with time. It is still in progress
today. Scandinavia, which supported a massive ice-cap, continues to rise, with the greatest rate,
9 millimetres per year, being in the Gulf of Bothnia. Even Scotland with its lesser ice-cap is rising
at a rate of 3 millimetres per year.But another factor has to be taken into account: the eustatic
readjustment of global sea-levels resulting from the inflow of huge quantities of meltwater as the
glaciers diminish. The eustatic rise in sea-levels affects all parts of the earth’s surface, but in
areas that have been glaciated, the isostatic rise in the land is in competition with the sea-level
rise. The different rates of change relative to each other mean that the land–sea relationship will
vary from place to place.2.14 Following the retreat of the ice-sheet, the land once depressed by
the heavy ice began to rise, but at the same time the sea-level also rose as ice became water.
The land and sea are still readjusting in relation to each other. The map shows the rate of uplift
and subsidence (the negative values) in millimetres per year at the present timeIn areas like the



British Isles and its region, the interplay between global glacioeustatic sea-level rise and local
isostatic uplift is complex since the transformation of the land depends entirely upon the rate of
change of the two variables. To begin with, as the ice retreated, the north of Britain rose rapidly.
This is evident from the raised beaches and fossil cliff lines still clearly dominating the
landscapes of Jura in the Hebrides. And, as we have seen, the land in this region is still rising
more rapidly than the sea. In the south, however, the glacio-eustatic rise in sea-level soon
outstripped the rise in the land—a fact dramatically demonstrated by the ‘fossil forests’ that can
still be seen at low tides around the coasts of Britain. Current estimates suggest that in the south
relative sea-levels are rising at a rate of 2 millimetres per year, but that is likely to increase as
global warming caused by CO2 emissions begins to take effect.2.15 Raised shore-lines on the
north-east coast of the island of Islay in the Inner Hebrides. The old shore-line is now at a height
of 30 metres OD as the result of isostatic uplift following the melting of the ice-sheets. In
Scotland the uplift of the land has outpaced the rise in sea-levelFrom detailed observations
made in estuarine and coastal depositions the overall rise in mean sea-level in the coastal
waters around Britain since the last glacial episode can be worked out. The figures for the Dutch
coast suggest a rapid rise of some 7 metres from about 5500 BC to about 2000 BC with a slower
rise of a metre and a half from 2000 BC to the present day. But there was much regional
variation. As the isostatic and eustatic forces competed with each other, it is possible to identify
periods of rapid sea-level rise interspersed with episodes of much slower change. There were
also localized effects caused by changes in tidal amplitude and the prevalence of storm surges.
Taken together these factors mean that each region needs to be assessed in its own right.2.16
The gradual rise in sea-level from 5000 BC based on data from the NetherlandsBritain Takes
ShapeIn the warm period between the end of the Last Glacial Maximum and the brief cold of the
Younger Dryas–Loch Lomond stadial—a period known as the Bølling–Allerød interstadial in
continental terminology and the Windermere interstadial in British terminology—proto-Britain
was part of continental Europe. Viewed in the broader perspective the mountains of Scotland,
the Pennines, and Wales lay at the western limit of the vast North European Plain, which
stretched eastwards to the Urals. The rivers of the plain for the most part flowed northwards. The
Elbe and Weser and the rivers of eastern Britain from the Ouse northwards all emptied into the
incipient North Sea, which was beginning to form between the Shetland–Orkney ridge and the
mountains of Norway. The Rhine, Seine, and Thames flowed south-westwards into a proto-
Channel estuary, while a river flowing through what is now the Irish Sea drained the meltwater
from the remaining Scottish ice-sheet southwards into the Atlantic.Already proto-Britain was an
in-between territory: it looked eastwards as part of the great continental plain and it looked
westwards to the Atlantic and to the seaways of ocean-facing Europe. Irrespective of the
transient effects of ice ages, geography had already begun to determine the character of Britain.
The last cold spell of the Younger Dryas (10,900–9600 BC) probably saw little change to the
general topography of proto-Britain. The ice-caps increased in size and the sea-levels fell a little,
while the grassy plains and light woodlands with their herds of red deer and mammoth gave way



to tundra, the home of reindeer.The return to temperate conditions beginning around 9600 BC
set in train the processes that created the British Isles familiar to us today. The first stage was the
separation of Ireland from the mainland. This occurred around 9000 BC as the deep river valley,
scoured out by the flow of meltwater from the Scottish ice-cap, was progressively flooded by the
rising sea until the last land bridge between the north of Ireland and the Inner Hebrides was
broken through. The deeper water of St George’s Channel and the North Channel, now below 50
fathoms, mark the course of this original valley.The separation of Britain from the Continent
came later as the large expanse of lowlands, which archaeologists call Doggerland (after the
Dogger Bank), became gradually submerged by what is now the North Sea. In parallel with this,
the progressive flooding of the Channel River drove a widening wedge between southern Britain
and what is now northern France. Since the Thames and the Rhine flowed southwards into the
Channel estuary, the chalk ridge between Dover and Cap Gris Nez must already have been
breached. The progressive rise in sea-level would have widened the gap still further, allowing the
sea to penetrate further and further inland until all that remained to join Britain to the Continent
was a band of lowland hills stretching from East Anglia to the Low Countries, representing the
interfluve between the northern river system, of which the Ouse and Trent formed tributaries, and
the southern system incorporating the Rhine and Thames. The continued rise in sea-level finally
flooded the land bridge, allowing the free flow of maritime currents that turned Britain into an
island. The date of this event is in debate. Traditionally it was believed to be 7500–6500 BC, but
recent work on molluscs found in sequences of sediment, reflecting changes of habitat from
freshwater to marine conditions, suggests that the final breakthrough was significantly later,
between 5800 and 5400 BC, and it may be that it was not until 3800 BC, with an increasing tidal
range, that the Channel to North Sea connection was fully established. Even as late as the fifth
millennium BC a large tract of Doggerland remained unsubmerged as an island, and there may
have been lesser islands remaining between East Anglia and the Low Countries for some
considerable time.2.17 Britain in the early Holocene, c.9000 BCIt would be wrong to give the
impression that the process of inundation proceeded at a gradual and regular pace. There were
times of rapid sea-level rise, with one estimate of as much as 48 millimetres a year, enough to
make a noticeable difference over a single lifetime; at other times the rise was imperceptible.
There were also dramatic and far-reaching events. In the eastern coastal region of Scotland a
thick sand layer dated to around 5800 BC, identified at a number of scattered locations, seems
to represent a single exceptional storm surge that inundated huge areas of land. It is quite
possible that the event was the result of a tsunami occasioned by a massive submarine
landslide north-west of Norway, which may itself have been the result of an earthquake. An event
of this magnitude would have had a devastating, and perhaps irreversible, effect on the low-lying
Doggerland. Storm surges, whatever their causes, must have been frequent harbingers of
change at a time of sea-level rise. Communities living in low-lying coastal regions would have
been ever aware of the fragility of their environment in the face of encroaching sea.After about
2000 BC the rise in sea-level slowed considerably, and although change to coastal regions



continued, such changes as there were were more localized, and invariably more complex, as
other factors, such as the creation of sand and gravel bars by long-shore drift, the growth of
peatbogs, and alluviation, began to affect coastal topography. In some areas, like the Scilly Isles,
large tracts of land were lost and the single island fragmented into many. In other regions, like
Romney Marsh, the build-up of coastal bars led to the development of extensive tracts of new
land as marshes formed behind their protective shield. Coastal topography continued to change,
and still does. It is a reality with which over the next century we are all too likely to become
increasingly familiar.2.18 Britain c.5000 BC, just after the land bridge with the Continent had
been breachedNew Plants and Animals as the Climate Becomes WarmerThe sharp rise in
temperature after the end of the last glacial episode brought with it a change in vegetation as
tundra gave way to grassland and grass was replaced by woodland. So quickly did the tree
cover seem to spread that it may be that some hardy specimens had managed to survive the
cold of the preceding Younger Dryas. The regeneration seems to have followed a similar
progression in most areas: first came the grasses and shrubs, to be followed rapidly by birch
with some willow and aspen. Later, pine spread west and north but never as a dominant species.
By 8000 BC hazel had begun to dominate, and within the millennium a mixed forest of oak, elm,
alder, and hazel covered much of the land. There was, of course, local variation both in species
mix and in density of tree cover. Pine seems to have been more common towards the south and
east, but for the most part, over the 3,000 years or so following the last of the cold, Britain had
become a land of mixed oak forest relieved only by lakes and marshes and by the sparse
vegetation of the higher altitudes.With a change in vegetation came a change in fauna. Reindeer
seems to have retained a hold until the mid-tenth millennium, but it could not survive for long in
the rising temperatures and the rapidly spreading birch woodlands. As the woodland canopy
became denser and more varied, so new animals appeared: horse, aurochs, red deer, roe deer,
elk, and wild pig, together with otter and beaver. Wolf, dog, and badger also make an
appearance but may have arrived a little later. Contemporary sites in north Germany have also
provided evidence of brown bear, lynx, and wild cat. The lakes and marshes teemed with a
variety of waterfowl, while the sea offered fish in plenty, with seals and whales in the more
northerly waters. For a hunter-gatherer prepared to follow the herds and to move with the
seasons, there was no shortage of food.As human groups began to move into the wildwoods
and to manipulate them for their own needs, so the forest cover began to break up. Sometimes
humans were the catalyst for widespread changes leading to the formation of heathlands on the
thinner sandy soils or to blanket bogs in certain upland regions. After 4000 BC deliberate
clearance began to provide land for the growing of crops and for the pasturing of domestic
animals.But alongside these anthropogenic impacts, minor fluctuations in climate brought their
own changes. By 8000 BC the temperature had risen to levels higher than at present, but around
6200 BC there was a sudden cold spell lasting for a decade or two. Thereafter there was
comparatively little variation except towards the beginning of the first millennium, when the
previously warm, dry conditions gave way to a cooler, wetter phase. During the climatic



optimum, c.1250–c.1000 BC, cultivation could take place up to 400 metres above sea-level, but
as the weather became more stormy with mean temperatures falling by nearly 2 °C, the
shortened growing season meant that many upland settlements above 250 metres had to be
abandoned. Minor climatic fluctuations clearly affected communities living at the extremes, but
for the vast majority of the population these will have had comparatively little effect. Human
communities adapted quickly to the micro-environments offered by the islands and showed
significant flexibility in adjusting their economic strategies to the changes they faced.Cognitive
GeographiesHow the early Britons perceived the lands in which they lived is impossible to say
with any degree of certainty. Until around 6000 BC hunter-gatherer groups will have had little
conception of the major geomorphologic change going on around them, but thereafter the rate
of inundation and the catastrophic effects of storm surges were on such a scale that coastal
communities, particularly those around the fast-expanding North Sea, will have experienced
irreversible change within a lifetime. The sense of the sea as a force for change and as an
inundator would have become embedded within the folk memory. It might not be too fanciful to
suggest that the many traditional stories of inundation told in the early medieval period derive
from very distant memories passed from one generation to the next—legends that would remind
communities of the fickle behaviour of the ocean and of the liminal nature of the interface
between land and sea. In this way they will have built up a cognitive geography of their
landscapes.For those used to exploiting territories in the southern North Sea region, the
eventual separation of Britain from continental Europe, probably in the fifth millennium BC, may
have given some awareness of Britain’s growing isolation but little sense of its true island nature.
When the concept of island Britain first became understood, we can only speculate. In the east it
may have only gradually come into consciousness as the last of the land between Essex and the
Low Countries disappeared beneath the sea, but in the west the sense of separation between
Britain and the adjacent continent was very real, especially for those attempting to make the sea
journey. Perhaps the different geographies led to different concepts of space. In the east, the
land was the dominant feature: it was a place of marshlands, inlets, and rivers that could be
navigated on foot or by boat following watercourses and coast-lines. The west was entirely
different. It was a land of promontories confronting the ocean. Movement over any distance
meant taking to the sea and making journeys out of sight of land. The movement of hunter-
gatherer communities into Ireland can only have been accomplished by taking long sea journeys
across the dividing waters and, as we shall see later, there is evidence to suggest that even
longer voyages were occasionally made. While the peoples of western Britain may not have
conceived of their land as an island, they will have been all too aware of the sea as a dominant
reality. The experience of different personal geographies led to very different perceptions of
space and to different attitudes to mobility.Britain as an IslandStrabo, Diodorus Siculus, and
Caesar, writing in the first century BC, were well aware that Britain and Ireland were islands, but
the origin of this knowledge is not immediately apparent. Herodotus, in the fifth century BC, had
heard of offshore islands in this part of Europe, but his awareness was vague and was probably



based on travellers’ tales eventually reaching the Greek colony of Massalia (Marseille). A more
likely source for the information used by first-century writers is Pytheas, himself a native of
Massalia, who explored the north-western fringes of Europe in about 320 BC and probably
circumnavigated Britain as part of his expedition. Pytheas’ description of these remote regions
was well known to later writers like Timaeus and Eratosthenes, and it was through them that his
observations were made accessible to the first-century BC writers whose texts survive today.
Indeed, Strabo acknowledges Pytheas as a source for some of his information about Britain,
even though he is dismissive of much of what Pytheas says.Pytheas’ journey was, by any
standards, a remarkable achievement. The simplest interpretation of the tantalizing scraps of
information that survive is that he used local ships, reaching Cornwall from Brittany and then
travelling northwards along the Irish Sea to the Shetlands. There is the possibility that he went on
to Iceland, or at least talked to people who had been there, before sailing south along the east
coast and then westwards along the south coast, returning home, presumably via Brittany, the
way he had come. How long the journey took, and how many detours he made, we can only
guess. His own claim that he ‘traversed the whole of Prettanikē accessible by foot’ suggests that
it was a thorough exploration, while his detailed knowledge of the amber production on the coast
of Jutland hints of at least one possible excursion.The picture of Britain that Pytheas brought
back to the Mediterranean world is probably most closely reported in the descriptions given by
Diodorus Siculus more than two centuries later:Britain is triangular in shape, much as is Sicily,
but its sides are not equal. The island stretches obliquely along the coast of Europe, and the
point where it is least distant from the continent, we are told, is the promontory which men call
Kantion [the Isle of Thanet] and this is about 100 stades [19 kilometres] from the mainland, at
the place where the sea has its outlet, whereas the second promontory, known as Belerion
[Land’s End], is said to be a voyage of four days from the mainland, and the last, writers tell us,
extends out into the open sea and is named Orcas [Orkney]. Of the sides of Britain, the shortest,
which extends along Europe, is 7,500 stades [1,400 kilometres], the second from the Strait to
the tip [at the north] is 15,000 stades [2,800 kilometres], and the last is 20,000 stades [3,700
kilometres], so the entire circuit of the island amounts to 42,500 stades [7,900 kilometres].2
Britain EmergesTHE STAGE IS SET‘BRITAIN, the best of the islands, is situated in the Western
Ocean between France and Ireland … It provides in unfailing plenty everything that is suited to
the use of human beings.’ So wrote Geoffrey of Monmouth in the twelfth century. The richness of
the British Isles is a theme that many of the early writers return to again and again. They were
right. The British Isles are favoured by nature, and it is all due to two things, the Continental Shelf
and the Gulf Stream, and it is with these fundamentals we must begin.The British Isles are little
more than the submerged uplands of an extensive plateau lying at the western extremity of the
Eurasian land-mass. Their familiar form today is the result of distant geological forces modified
by fluctuations in sea-level. The Continental Shelf comes to an abrupt end in a steep under-sea
cliff, which separates the undulating surface of the plateau itself, now between 100 and 200
metres below the present sea-level, from the ocean depths at 2,000 metres and more. The



satellite image and map show the extent of these shallow seas. To the south the North-East
Atlantic basin comes in a deep bight close to the northern edge of Iberia, giving form to the Bay
of Biscay. To the west the under-sea cliff is fronted by the Rockall Deep, beyond which is an
ocean ridge represented now by the Rockall Bank and the Faeroe Islands. The Deep leads to
the Norwegian Sea, and from there another deep channel, the Norwegian Trench, extends,
separating the Shelf from the ancient mountain range of southern Norway, creating the famous
seaway the Skagerrak, which lies between Norway and Denmark and gives access to the Baltic.
The Shelf, then, is a massive stretch of ‘territory’: it extends from latitude 46° north to 61° north
and from the present continental coast to the longitude of 12° west. The unsubmerged pieces of
land, Britain, Ireland, and the other islands, account for less than half of its area.2.1 This
spectacular satellite photograph of western Europe shows, with great clarity, the extent of the
Continental Shelf binding Britain and Ireland to mainland Europe. The sharp edge of the shelf
where it plunges to the ocean deeps is particularly clearThe reason why the Continental Shelf is
so relevant to the very nature of Britain is that the shallow sea creates a special, and highly
beneficial, environment. Rivers bring down nutrient-rich sediments, which blanket the Shelf,
while the shallowness of the sea allows sunlight to penetrate the depths. The two factors in
combination create ideal conditions for the growth of plankton, and the plankton provides food
for the shoals of fish that thrive in the shallow seas. This rich maritime resource has been vital to
the British and the Irish throughout their history.2.2 Britain and the Continental Shelf, showing
the main topographical featuresBut nature offers another benefit, the Gulf Stream, a flow of
warm water that originates in the currents of the Caribbean and streams north-eastwards across
the Atlantic to the ocean-facing shores of Europe before dissipating itself in the seas around
Iceland and Greenland. The Gulf Stream brings two advantages: the warm waters greatly
enhance plankton growth, thus boosting fish stocks still further, while at the same time
ameliorating the climate of the islands and the neighbouring coastal zone. The British Isles are
on the same latitude as Labrador and, without the comforting effects of the Gulf Stream, would
suffer the same harsh climate. We shall see later something of the disastrous climatic
deterioration that Britain experienced when changes in global temperature caused the Gulf
Stream to cease to flow.The British Isles, then, occupy a very favoured position in the world,
allowing the land and the sea to provide, as Geoffrey said, ‘in unfailing plenty’ everything that
humans could desire.2.3 The ocean currents in the North Atlantic that bring warm water from the
Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico region to the seas around Britain, giving north-western Europe its
mild climatePrelude: Charting the Deep PastThe story that we shall explore in this book starts
around 10,000 BC, when the country was about to emerge from the last freezing downturn of the
Last Glacial Maximum. In all probability so severe were the conditions that the hunter-gatherer
groups who had been roaming the southern parts of Britain were driven southwards into what is
now France. By about 9600 BC, however, the climate began suddenly to improve until around
8000 BC, when conditions became, if anything, a little warmer than they are today. It was in this
brief period of climatic improvement that communities began once more to move in and colonize



the empty landscape. These pioneers were the direct ancestors of the majority of the people
living in the islands today.Human groups, however, have lived in the land of proto-Britain on a
number of occasions during the last 800,000 years. But during this time there were long periods
when glacial conditions rendered huge areas uninhabitable and as parts of Europe and North
America disappeared beneath thick ice-sheets. Traditionally there were believed to be four
periods of glaciation with warm interglacials between, but this is something of an over-
simplification. Recent scientific work has shown there to have been an altogether more complex
pattern of twenty major climatic events when the temperature fluctuated from being very warm to
being intensely cold.The cause of these fluctuations lies in the complex relationship between the
earth and the sun. We are all familiar with the fact that the earth orbits the sun and that it spins
around its own axis, which is at an angle to the plane of its orbit. This causes some parts of the
earth’s surface to be nearer the sun for periods of time, accounting for the differences between
summer and winter. If all parts of this system were stable, the earth’s climate would remain
constant, but this is not so: there are three factors that cause subtle variations in the distance
between earth and sun. First, the earth’s orbit is not circular but is slightly elliptical, causing a
variation on a 100,000-year cycle. Secondly, the axis of the earth changes its tilt by a fraction
over a 41,000-year cycle; and thirdly, the planet has a slight wobble about its axis as it spins,
setting up changes over a cycle of 23,000 years. The combination of all these factors, creating
very small changes in the sun–earth relationship, determines the expansion or contraction of the
polar ice-cap and thus the sequence of fluctuating ice ages.The complexity of these changes
has taken some time to unravel. The earliest work was done on the Alpine region, and it was
here that the four major stages of glaciation were identified, providing a useful regional
sequence. More recently, over the last fifty years or so, work on deep-sea cores has pioneered a
new way to study the phenomenon globally. The principle is quite simple. Deep-sea cores
provide stratified sequences of calcareous accumulations derived from the shells of dead
organisms. The calcium carbonate in these layers contains oxygen of two different atomic
weights, 16O and 18O, which the organisms extract from the prevailing atmosphere. Since it can
be shown that cold conditions favour 18O over 16O, then by assessing the ratio of the two it is
possible to arrive at a direct measurement relating to the temperature of the ocean at the time of
deposition. From these measurements a system of twenty phases, known as marine isotope
stages, can be distinguished, reflecting changes in the earth’s climate. The method was
extremely valuable in providing a relative sequence, but it needed to be calibrated to give
absolute dates.2.4 Cycles of climatic change, known as the Milankovitch cycles, are caused by
cyclical changes in the earth’s orbit. Left: A major eccentricity in orbit around the sun causes a
100,000-year cycle. Top right: Differences in tilt of the axis cause a 41,000-year cycle. Bottom
right: Wobbles in the earth’s spin give rise to a 23,000-year cycleThe breakthrough came when,
in one of the cores, it was possible to identify a point at which a major reversal had occurred in
the earth’s magnetic field, the time when the North and South poles took up their present
positions. This same reversal has been recorded in rocks, where it could be dated to around



736,000 years ago using an absolute dating method. With this one point securely established,
and assuming that the deep-sea sediments had accumulated at a standard rate, it has been
possible to assign dates to the entire sequence. Another valuable dating method, which has
been developed over the last thirty years, is based on cores bored out of the Greenland ice-cap.
The largest core is 3,000 metres deep and represents the build-up of the ice over a 110,000-
year period. From the cores it is possible to measure annual increments, one year’s winter ice
being separated from the next year’s by a fine dust layer formed during the summer melt. The
temperatures prevailing at the time are estimated from the 16O to 18O ratios and from
proportions of the wind-blown chemical particles. The cores provide a very precise dated
sequence of climatic events extending back from the present.2.5 The major fluctuations in the
earth’s climate as reconstructed from deep-sea coresThe marine isotope stages provide a
universal scale against which it is possible to compare and date local sequences. In Britain it
was conventional to recognize three major phases of glaciation, the Anglian, Wolstonian, and
Devensian, with warmer interglacials interspersed, the Cromerian preceding the Anglian
glaciation, the Hoxnian between the Anglian and Wolstonian glaciations, the Ipswichian between
the Wolstonian and Devensian glaciations, and the Flandrian (or Holocene, in the European
nomenclature) following the Devensian and representing the period we are in now. These broad
terms are still useful, but the marine isotope stages, together with recent work on the faunal
remains found stratified in the glacial deposits, are beginning to show just how complex the true
picture really was.2.6 The major glacial and interglacial episodes correlated with the oxygen
isotope stagesEnter the Early HumansHuman presence is demonstrated in a variety of ways, by
tools, by tool marks preserved on animal bones, and by the skeletal remains of the people
themselves. The earliest indications of human activity, in the area later to become Britain,
belongs to the Cromerian interglacial and can be dated within the bracket 900,000–500,000
years ago, probably towards the earlier part of this range. Two sites are known, one in a cave at
Westbury in the Mendips, the other on the muddy foreshore at Happisburgh in Norfolk. Both
produced bones of extinct animals showing signs of butchery, together with a series of flint
implements suitable for cutting up the carcasses.It was not until around 500,000 years ago that
the first physical trace of an actual British inhabitant was found. The site was a camp that had
been set up at the base of what was then a sea-cliff but is now well inland in a gravel-pit at
Boxgrove near Chichester. Alongside a scatter of flint debris, which represents waste from
manufacturing hand-axes, two teeth and part of a tibia (shin-bone) were recovered. This
remarkable find belongs to a species of human, Homo heidelbergensis, who was significantly
different from modern man. He lived in Europe and became extinct about 200,000 years ago. In
the hominid family tree Homo heidelbergensis is probably ancestral to both the Neanderthals
and modern man.2.7 Happisburgh on the Norfolk coast as it was in 2006, showing the rapid
erosion of the sea-cliffs which exposed deposits that produced tools dating to the Anglian ice
advance about half a million years agoThis first brief interlude of human activity was brought to
an end with the onset of the Anglian glaciation around 470,000 years ago. For the next 60,000



years or so Britain was covered with an ice-sheet extending as far south as the Thames.The
Anglian glaciation was followed by the Hoxnian interglacial, lasting from about 410,000 to
380,000 years ago. This was a period of much milder climate, when herds of animals once more
roamed Britain, attracting in their wake bands of human predators. It was at Hoxne (from which
the interglacial was named) that John Frere made his momentous discovery of hand-axes and
extinct animals found together deep in the gravels in 1797. An even more important discovery
was made at Swanscombe in Kent in 1935 and 1936 when two large fragments of human skull
were recovered. Twenty years later, by a remarkable chance, another skull-bone was found that
joined to the other two. John Wymer, the young boy present on that historic occasion, went on to
become the foremost Palaeolithic archaeologist in Britain. Understandably, the skull of
Swanscombe Man has come under intense scrutiny, and it is now believed that, since he shows
some of the characteristics of early Neanderthals, he may lie towards the beginning of the
branch from which Homo neanderthalensis was to develop, well before modern man made an
appearance.2.8 Excavations in progress at Boxgrove quarry in West Sussex. The Palaeolithic
surface is being carefully exposed to show hand-axes lying in position where they had been
dropped by their makers2.9 Southern Britain during the Hoxnian interglacial about 400,000
years ago. There is some doubt about whether or not there was a land bridge between Kent and
Pas de Calais at this timeThe northern latitude of Britain remained congenial for human hunting
bands for only a comparatively short period of time, some 30,000 years, before glacial
conditions returned again around 380,000 years ago and, with various fluctuations in
temperature, lasted until 230,000 years ago. The return of the ice at this time encouraged the
Neanderthals who now roamed Europe to spread northwards into proto-Britain. They are
recognizable from their distinctive tools but are otherwise elusive in the fossil record. However, a
small community occupied the cave of Pontnewydd near the south Welsh town of Rhyl, where
eighteen teeth, representing at least five individuals, have been found.The vicious cold episode
to which the region of proto-Britain was subjected, characterized by sudden and violent swings
of climate, meant that even in the warm periods the country lay at the extremity of the habitable
world. It has been estimated that between 500,000 and 12,000 years ago humans were present
in what is now Britain for only a fifth of that time, and between 180,000 and 70,000 years ago the
land was entirely empty. No Neanderthals now ventured this far north, deterred perhaps by the
nascent Channel. Around 70,000 years ago the temperature began slowly to cool again. This
was the beginning of the Devensian cold stage—a period of fast-fluctuating temperatures
getting progressively colder and culminating in the period of intense cold known as the Last
Glacial Maximum, peaking around 27,000 years ago. At the beginning of this period falling sea-
levels made the southern parts of Britain easily accessible once more, and groups of
Neanderthals, recognizable from their distinctive Mousterian tools (named after the site in
France where they were first found), began to return again. At one of their camp sites, at Lynford
in Norfolk, remains of plants and animals showed that while temperatures were cooler than
today, reaching a maximum of 13 °C in summer and falling to −10 °C in winter, this was well



within the range acceptable for human habitation and the Neanderthals were a hardy breed.2.10
A group of flint tools including hand-axes and curved-edged cutting tools characteristic of the
tool-kit of the NeanderthalsHow long Neanderthals continued to hunt in Britain it is difficult to
say. Their tools have been found in cave sites in Derbyshire, the Mendips, Devon, and south
Wales, but by about 40,000 years ago they were in rapid decline and were soon to become
extinct. There has been much debate about the cause of their demise. One factor may have
been their inability to adapt to the increasing cold, but this is surely not the whole story. The
primary cause probably lies in the competition they now faced from a new species, Homo
sapiens, who first appeared in Europe about 50,000 years ago. The Neanderthals were no
match for the twin onslaughts of clever rivals and bitter winters.The First Modern ManHomo
sapiens emerged as a distinct species in Africa before 150,000 years ago and had spread to
Europe, developing a tool-kit far more sophisticated than that of the Neanderthals, using bone,
antler, and ivory as well as the ubiquitous flint which they now flaked with controlled delicacy.
These early modern humans were first identified at the rock shelter of Cro-Magnon in France in
1868, a name that has often been used to identify them thereafter. Their presence in Britain is
proclaimed by their tools from as early as 40,000 years ago, but the first physical remains of a
Cro-Magnon, found in Goat’s Hole Cave, Paviland, in south Wales, is 10,000 years or more
younger. This is the burial already referred to above (p. 29), uncovered by Dean Buckland in
1823 and called by him the ‘Red Lady of Paviland’. He was not only wrong about the sex of the
burial but he dated it to the Roman period, unable to accept the association of human remains
with extinct animals. There is a certain sadness in the fact that Buckland’s fundamentalist
Christian beliefs prevented him from being able to relish the true significance of his discovery:
the first known Briton to have been buried with such care that his lineage must surely have
believed in some kind of afterlife.2.11 Section of Goat’s Hole Cave, Paviland, on the Gower
peninsula, excavated by William Buckland. It was here that he found the famous ‘Red Lady of
Paviland’, the earliest remains of a modern human dating to about 40,000 years ago. Buckland
believed that the ‘Red Lady’ was of Roman dateThe first influx of Cro-Magnons into Britain was
not long-lived. As the Devensian glaciation intensified and the ice-sheets spread, so the limit of
human habitation was again pushed progressively southwards until, by about 25,000 years ago,
the land of Britain was totally abandoned once more. And so it was to remain for 10,000
years.The Last Glacial MaximumThe Last Glacial Maximum totally altered the face of north-
western Europe. Scandinavia was covered by ice 2 kilometres thick, and much of Britain south to
a line from the west midlands to the Wash disappeared between a 1.5-kilometre-thick sheet of
ice that extended west to the Atlantic, blanketing the northern half of Ireland. So much water was
tied up in these ice-caps that the sea-level sank to 150 kilometres below its present level,
exposing considerable expanses of the previously submerged Continental Shelf. This in turn
caused the many rivers to regrade to match the falling sea-levels, creating steep valleys cut into
the earlier valley floors. There is some debate about whether the Scandinavian and British ice-
caps coalesced, but the Shetland Islands were the focus of an ice-cap and it remains a distinct



possibility that the ice was continuous along the North Atlantic fringe. What is certain is that the
entire area in front of the ice, extending across what is now the North Sea, became land. The
greatly lowered sea-level also meant that the sea receded from the English Channel zone,
leaving only the Channel River, fed by its tributaries the Thames, the Rhine, and the Seine. The
low-lying land between the British and Scandinavian ice-sheets became a polar desert largely
devoid of life. Further south tundra spread for hundreds of miles—a desolate landscape
supporting only mosses, lichens, and some herbaceous plants, in summer scoured by bitter
winds blowing off the ice and carrying a fine dust of ice-ground rock particles, in winter
blanketed with snow.The intensification of glacial conditions drove human groups further and
further south into the zone of park tundra to refuges in south-western France, northern Iberia,
and further east into Ukraine. From these habitats hunting groups ventured into the northern
tundra in summer, but at the height of the glaciation the ice-free parts of Britain remained well
beyond the reach of humans. Not until about 15,000 years ago did the improvement in climate
allow the southern parts of Britain to be populated again.As the ice-caps retreated, leaving only
a small ice-sheet in western Scotland, a huge expanse of land opened up, bounded on the north
by the Norwegian Trench and on the west by the Rockall Deep. It was but a brief exposure.
Meltwater from the fast-retreating glaciers poured into the sea, causing sea-levels to rise,
progressively inundating low-lying areas of the northern lowlands. In this way the incipient North
Sea began to form. Soon the lower reaches of the Irish Sea River and the Channel River began
to flood, creating wide inlets extending deep inland. Even so, the land-masses of Britain and
Ireland were still very much part of continental Europe.2.12 Reconstruction of the region later to
become Britain and Ireland as it would have appeared during the height of the Devensian
glaciation around 30,000 years ago when ice-sheets covered most of the country and the sea-
level was very much lowerWith the ameliorating climate the fauna and flora began to change.
Large areas of the lowlands now supported woodlands of birch interspersed with stands of
willow, poplar, and pine set in wide expanses of grassy parkland providing forage for mammoth,
elk, red deer, aurochs, and horse, while predators like wolf, arctic fox, and bear sought out their
prey. There were periodic cold spells, but overall it was a highly congenial landscape for hunting
bands to exploit. Optimum conditions for settlement lasted a comparatively short time—only
some 4,000 years—but there is ample evidence for hunter-gatherer activity in Britain in the
caves of Creswell Crags in Derbyshire, Kent’s Cavern, Devon, and in the Mendips, especially at
Gough’s Cave in Cheddar Gorge, where the remains of at least three adults and two children
were found. The bodies show evidence of having been cut up and defleshed, possibly as part of
prescribed rituals following death. Whether or not this involved ritual cannibalism is a debatable
issue.2.13 The region later to become Britain and Ireland during the Late Glacial (or Dimlington)
stadial around 15,000 years ago. The ice-sheet covering Britain has now shrunk, but the sea-
level is still low so that Britain and Ireland are one with continental EuropeThe Slate Wiped
Clean Again?After the Last Glacial Maximum the warm period that followed, known as the
Windermere interstadial, was comparatively short-lived. Around 10,900 BC the climate suddenly



deteriorated, the mean annual temperature dropping by some 15 °C in the space of a single
generation, with lows reaching the levels of those of the Last Glacial Maximum. The last cold
interlude is known in Britain as the Loch Lomond stadial and on the Continent as the Younger
Dryas stadial (named after the tundra wildflower Dryas octopetala). The speed of the onset of
the intense cold suggests that the Gulf Stream, resurgent after the Last Glacial Maximum, had
been interrupted once more, perhaps as the result of increased quantities of icy water entering
the sea as the ice-caps melted in the preceding warm period. The balance was delicate and was
suddenly tipped, shutting off the Gulf Stream and plunging Britain into a final long glacial winter
lasting over a thousand years. Ice-caps developed in Scotland and Cumbria, tundra conditions
returned, and the reindeer roamed Britain once more.What effect the Loch Lomond stadial had
on the human population of Britain is still unclear, but in all probability people moved away
southwards, though some may have followed herds, as they migrated northwards to their
summer pastures in the north, for brief hunting expeditions. The country was not wholly
uninhabitable, and the slate might not have been entirely wiped clean. Then, sometime around
9600 BC, almost as fast as it had begun, the last cold phase came to an end and temperatures
started to rise rapidly. The last of the ice-sheets disappeared from the face of Britain, and human
groups began to move in to colonize every available ecological niche: the continuous history of
the Britons had begun.The Delicate Relationship between Land and SeaTo understand how the
isles of Britain and Ireland gained their familiar shapes it is necessary to consider the very
delicate relationship between the sea and the land—a relationship that is constantly evolving.
For a region like Britain, located on a shallow continental shelf, it is evident that even a slight
variation in the sea-level relative to the land will cause widespread changes to the topography of
the low-lying regions. The ice ages were a particularly powerful force for change. The creation of
permanent ice-caps several kilometres thick during the glacial maxima wrought massive
transformations to the face of north-western Europe. The sheer weight of the ice distorted the
earth’s crust, depressing the land beneath and pushing up a forebulge around the edge, while
the huge volumes of water bound up in the ice-caps caused significant falls in the sea-levels.
With the retreating of the ice-caps two processes were set in motion. The first is called isostatic
uplift. As the ice-cap melts and its weight decreases, so the distorted crust of the earth begins to
readjust to its former contours, the readjustment being proportional to the thickness (and
therefore weight) of the ice. This means that the rate at which the land rises is greatest where the
ice was thickest. Isostatic uplift was rapid at first, becoming slower with time. It is still in progress
today. Scandinavia, which supported a massive ice-cap, continues to rise, with the greatest rate,
9 millimetres per year, being in the Gulf of Bothnia. Even Scotland with its lesser ice-cap is rising
at a rate of 3 millimetres per year.But another factor has to be taken into account: the eustatic
readjustment of global sea-levels resulting from the inflow of huge quantities of meltwater as the
glaciers diminish. The eustatic rise in sea-levels affects all parts of the earth’s surface, but in
areas that have been glaciated, the isostatic rise in the land is in competition with the sea-level
rise. The different rates of change relative to each other mean that the land–sea relationship will



vary from place to place.2.14 Following the retreat of the ice-sheet, the land once depressed by
the heavy ice began to rise, but at the same time the sea-level also rose as ice became water.
The land and sea are still readjusting in relation to each other. The map shows the rate of uplift
and subsidence (the negative values) in millimetres per year at the present timeIn areas like the
British Isles and its region, the interplay between global glacioeustatic sea-level rise and local
isostatic uplift is complex since the transformation of the land depends entirely upon the rate of
change of the two variables. To begin with, as the ice retreated, the north of Britain rose rapidly.
This is evident from the raised beaches and fossil cliff lines still clearly dominating the
landscapes of Jura in the Hebrides. And, as we have seen, the land in this region is still rising
more rapidly than the sea. In the south, however, the glacio-eustatic rise in sea-level soon
outstripped the rise in the land—a fact dramatically demonstrated by the ‘fossil forests’ that can
still be seen at low tides around the coasts of Britain. Current estimates suggest that in the south
relative sea-levels are rising at a rate of 2 millimetres per year, but that is likely to increase as
global warming caused by CO2 emissions begins to take effect.2.15 Raised shore-lines on the
north-east coast of the island of Islay in the Inner Hebrides. The old shore-line is now at a height
of 30 metres OD as the result of isostatic uplift following the melting of the ice-sheets. In
Scotland the uplift of the land has outpaced the rise in sea-levelFrom detailed observations
made in estuarine and coastal depositions the overall rise in mean sea-level in the coastal
waters around Britain since the last glacial episode can be worked out. The figures for the Dutch
coast suggest a rapid rise of some 7 metres from about 5500 BC to about 2000 BC with a slower
rise of a metre and a half from 2000 BC to the present day. But there was much regional
variation. As the isostatic and eustatic forces competed with each other, it is possible to identify
periods of rapid sea-level rise interspersed with episodes of much slower change. There were
also localized effects caused by changes in tidal amplitude and the prevalence of storm surges.
Taken together these factors mean that each region needs to be assessed in its own right.2.16
The gradual rise in sea-level from 5000 BC based on data from the NetherlandsBritain Takes
ShapeIn the warm period between the end of the Last Glacial Maximum and the brief cold of the
Younger Dryas–Loch Lomond stadial—a period known as the Bølling–Allerød interstadial in
continental terminology and the Windermere interstadial in British terminology—proto-Britain
was part of continental Europe. Viewed in the broader perspective the mountains of Scotland,
the Pennines, and Wales lay at the western limit of the vast North European Plain, which
stretched eastwards to the Urals. The rivers of the plain for the most part flowed northwards. The
Elbe and Weser and the rivers of eastern Britain from the Ouse northwards all emptied into the
incipient North Sea, which was beginning to form between the Shetland–Orkney ridge and the
mountains of Norway. The Rhine, Seine, and Thames flowed south-westwards into a proto-
Channel estuary, while a river flowing through what is now the Irish Sea drained the meltwater
from the remaining Scottish ice-sheet southwards into the Atlantic.Already proto-Britain was an
in-between territory: it looked eastwards as part of the great continental plain and it looked
westwards to the Atlantic and to the seaways of ocean-facing Europe. Irrespective of the



transient effects of ice ages, geography had already begun to determine the character of Britain.
The last cold spell of the Younger Dryas (10,900–9600 BC) probably saw little change to the
general topography of proto-Britain. The ice-caps increased in size and the sea-levels fell a little,
while the grassy plains and light woodlands with their herds of red deer and mammoth gave way
to tundra, the home of reindeer.The return to temperate conditions beginning around 9600 BC
set in train the processes that created the British Isles familiar to us today. The first stage was the
separation of Ireland from the mainland. This occurred around 9000 BC as the deep river valley,
scoured out by the flow of meltwater from the Scottish ice-cap, was progressively flooded by the
rising sea until the last land bridge between the north of Ireland and the Inner Hebrides was
broken through. The deeper water of St George’s Channel and the North Channel, now below 50
fathoms, mark the course of this original valley.The separation of Britain from the Continent
came later as the large expanse of lowlands, which archaeologists call Doggerland (after the
Dogger Bank), became gradually submerged by what is now the North Sea. In parallel with this,
the progressive flooding of the Channel River drove a widening wedge between southern Britain
and what is now northern France. Since the Thames and the Rhine flowed southwards into the
Channel estuary, the chalk ridge between Dover and Cap Gris Nez must already have been
breached. The progressive rise in sea-level would have widened the gap still further, allowing the
sea to penetrate further and further inland until all that remained to join Britain to the Continent
was a band of lowland hills stretching from East Anglia to the Low Countries, representing the
interfluve between the northern river system, of which the Ouse and Trent formed tributaries, and
the southern system incorporating the Rhine and Thames. The continued rise in sea-level finally
flooded the land bridge, allowing the free flow of maritime currents that turned Britain into an
island. The date of this event is in debate. Traditionally it was believed to be 7500–6500 BC, but
recent work on molluscs found in sequences of sediment, reflecting changes of habitat from
freshwater to marine conditions, suggests that the final breakthrough was significantly later,
between 5800 and 5400 BC, and it may be that it was not until 3800 BC, with an increasing tidal
range, that the Channel to North Sea connection was fully established. Even as late as the fifth
millennium BC a large tract of Doggerland remained unsubmerged as an island, and there may
have been lesser islands remaining between East Anglia and the Low Countries for some
considerable time.2.17 Britain in the early Holocene, c.9000 BCIt would be wrong to give the
impression that the process of inundation proceeded at a gradual and regular pace. There were
times of rapid sea-level rise, with one estimate of as much as 48 millimetres a year, enough to
make a noticeable difference over a single lifetime; at other times the rise was imperceptible.
There were also dramatic and far-reaching events. In the eastern coastal region of Scotland a
thick sand layer dated to around 5800 BC, identified at a number of scattered locations, seems
to represent a single exceptional storm surge that inundated huge areas of land. It is quite
possible that the event was the result of a tsunami occasioned by a massive submarine
landslide north-west of Norway, which may itself have been the result of an earthquake. An event
of this magnitude would have had a devastating, and perhaps irreversible, effect on the low-lying



Doggerland. Storm surges, whatever their causes, must have been frequent harbingers of
change at a time of sea-level rise. Communities living in low-lying coastal regions would have
been ever aware of the fragility of their environment in the face of encroaching sea.After about
2000 BC the rise in sea-level slowed considerably, and although change to coastal regions
continued, such changes as there were were more localized, and invariably more complex, as
other factors, such as the creation of sand and gravel bars by long-shore drift, the growth of
peatbogs, and alluviation, began to affect coastal topography. In some areas, like the Scilly Isles,
large tracts of land were lost and the single island fragmented into many. In other regions, like
Romney Marsh, the build-up of coastal bars led to the development of extensive tracts of new
land as marshes formed behind their protective shield. Coastal topography continued to change,
and still does. It is a reality with which over the next century we are all too likely to become
increasingly familiar.2.18 Britain c.5000 BC, just after the land bridge with the Continent had
been breachedNew Plants and Animals as the Climate Becomes WarmerThe sharp rise in
temperature after the end of the last glacial episode brought with it a change in vegetation as
tundra gave way to grassland and grass was replaced by woodland. So quickly did the tree
cover seem to spread that it may be that some hardy specimens had managed to survive the
cold of the preceding Younger Dryas. The regeneration seems to have followed a similar
progression in most areas: first came the grasses and shrubs, to be followed rapidly by birch
with some willow and aspen. Later, pine spread west and north but never as a dominant species.
By 8000 BC hazel had begun to dominate, and within the millennium a mixed forest of oak, elm,
alder, and hazel covered much of the land. There was, of course, local variation both in species
mix and in density of tree cover. Pine seems to have been more common towards the south and
east, but for the most part, over the 3,000 years or so following the last of the cold, Britain had
become a land of mixed oak forest relieved only by lakes and marshes and by the sparse
vegetation of the higher altitudes.With a change in vegetation came a change in fauna. Reindeer
seems to have retained a hold until the mid-tenth millennium, but it could not survive for long in
the rising temperatures and the rapidly spreading birch woodlands. As the woodland canopy
became denser and more varied, so new animals appeared: horse, aurochs, red deer, roe deer,
elk, and wild pig, together with otter and beaver. Wolf, dog, and badger also make an
appearance but may have arrived a little later. Contemporary sites in north Germany have also
provided evidence of brown bear, lynx, and wild cat. The lakes and marshes teemed with a
variety of waterfowl, while the sea offered fish in plenty, with seals and whales in the more
northerly waters. For a hunter-gatherer prepared to follow the herds and to move with the
seasons, there was no shortage of food.As human groups began to move into the wildwoods
and to manipulate them for their own needs, so the forest cover began to break up. Sometimes
humans were the catalyst for widespread changes leading to the formation of heathlands on the
thinner sandy soils or to blanket bogs in certain upland regions. After 4000 BC deliberate
clearance began to provide land for the growing of crops and for the pasturing of domestic
animals.But alongside these anthropogenic impacts, minor fluctuations in climate brought their



own changes. By 8000 BC the temperature had risen to levels higher than at present, but around
6200 BC there was a sudden cold spell lasting for a decade or two. Thereafter there was
comparatively little variation except towards the beginning of the first millennium, when the
previously warm, dry conditions gave way to a cooler, wetter phase. During the climatic
optimum, c.1250–c.1000 BC, cultivation could take place up to 400 metres above sea-level, but
as the weather became more stormy with mean temperatures falling by nearly 2 °C, the
shortened growing season meant that many upland settlements above 250 metres had to be
abandoned. Minor climatic fluctuations clearly affected communities living at the extremes, but
for the vast majority of the population these will have had comparatively little effect. Human
communities adapted quickly to the micro-environments offered by the islands and showed
significant flexibility in adjusting their economic strategies to the changes they faced.Cognitive
GeographiesHow the early Britons perceived the lands in which they lived is impossible to say
with any degree of certainty. Until around 6000 BC hunter-gatherer groups will have had little
conception of the major geomorphologic change going on around them, but thereafter the rate
of inundation and the catastrophic effects of storm surges were on such a scale that coastal
communities, particularly those around the fast-expanding North Sea, will have experienced
irreversible change within a lifetime. The sense of the sea as a force for change and as an
inundator would have become embedded within the folk memory. It might not be too fanciful to
suggest that the many traditional stories of inundation told in the early medieval period derive
from very distant memories passed from one generation to the next—legends that would remind
communities of the fickle behaviour of the ocean and of the liminal nature of the interface
between land and sea. In this way they will have built up a cognitive geography of their
landscapes.For those used to exploiting territories in the southern North Sea region, the
eventual separation of Britain from continental Europe, probably in the fifth millennium BC, may
have given some awareness of Britain’s growing isolation but little sense of its true island nature.
When the concept of island Britain first became understood, we can only speculate. In the east it
may have only gradually come into consciousness as the last of the land between Essex and the
Low Countries disappeared beneath the sea, but in the west the sense of separation between
Britain and the adjacent continent was very real, especially for those attempting to make the sea
journey. Perhaps the different geographies led to different concepts of space. In the east, the
land was the dominant feature: it was a place of marshlands, inlets, and rivers that could be
navigated on foot or by boat following watercourses and coast-lines. The west was entirely
different. It was a land of promontories confronting the ocean. Movement over any distance
meant taking to the sea and making journeys out of sight of land. The movement of hunter-
gatherer communities into Ireland can only have been accomplished by taking long sea journeys
across the dividing waters and, as we shall see later, there is evidence to suggest that even
longer voyages were occasionally made. While the peoples of western Britain may not have
conceived of their land as an island, they will have been all too aware of the sea as a dominant
reality. The experience of different personal geographies led to very different perceptions of



space and to different attitudes to mobility.Britain as an IslandStrabo, Diodorus Siculus, and
Caesar, writing in the first century BC, were well aware that Britain and Ireland were islands, but
the origin of this knowledge is not immediately apparent. Herodotus, in the fifth century BC, had
heard of offshore islands in this part of Europe, but his awareness was vague and was probably
based on travellers’ tales eventually reaching the Greek colony of Massalia (Marseille). A more
likely source for the information used by first-century writers is Pytheas, himself a native of
Massalia, who explored the north-western fringes of Europe in about 320 BC and probably
circumnavigated Britain as part of his expedition. Pytheas’ description of these remote regions
was well known to later writers like Timaeus and Eratosthenes, and it was through them that his
observations were made accessible to the first-century BC writers whose texts survive today.
Indeed, Strabo acknowledges Pytheas as a source for some of his information about Britain,
even though he is dismissive of much of what Pytheas says.Pytheas’ journey was, by any
standards, a remarkable achievement. The simplest interpretation of the tantalizing scraps of
information that survive is that he used local ships, reaching Cornwall from Brittany and then
travelling northwards along the Irish Sea to the Shetlands. There is the possibility that he went on
to Iceland, or at least talked to people who had been there, before sailing south along the east
coast and then westwards along the south coast, returning home, presumably via Brittany, the
way he had come. How long the journey took, and how many detours he made, we can only
guess. His own claim that he ‘traversed the whole of Prettanikē accessible by foot’ suggests that
it was a thorough exploration, while his detailed knowledge of the amber production on the coast
of Jutland hints of at least one possible excursion.The picture of Britain that Pytheas brought
back to the Mediterranean world is probably most closely reported in the descriptions given by
Diodorus Siculus more than two centuries later:Britain is triangular in shape, much as is Sicily,
but its sides are not equal. The island stretches obliquely along the coast of Europe, and the
point where it is least distant from the continent, we are told, is the promontory which men call
Kantion [the Isle of Thanet] and this is about 100 stades [19 kilometres] from the mainland, at
the place where the sea has its outlet, whereas the second promontory, known as Belerion
[Land’s End], is said to be a voyage of four days from the mainland, and the last, writers tell us,
extends out into the open sea and is named Orcas [Orkney]. Of the sides of Britain, the shortest,
which extends along Europe, is 7,500 stades [1,400 kilometres], the second from the Strait to
the tip [at the north] is 15,000 stades [2,800 kilometres], and the last is 20,000 stades [3,700
kilometres], so the entire circuit of the island amounts to 42,500 stades [7,900 kilometres].
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Leon O'Flynn, “great overview. What is impressive about this book is the way in which so much
time is covered in such a short space. Cunliffe creates a great narrative which really flows- yet at
the same time highlights options without bogging down in arguments that cannot be won.”

Bill M, “New Celtic Information. Cunliffe is a noted archaeologist whose books are always a
pleasure to read and highly informative. What I especially liked here was his examination of the
possible origin of the Celtic language along the European Atlantic coastal region. It is possible
that instead of the traditional view, which sees the Celtic language originating in Central Europe
from Poland through Gaul and to Italy and Celtiberian Spain, that the Celtic language instead
moved from the Atlantic coast, the peoples who eventually came to speak it, having come from
the Anatolian region through Italy and along the Mediterranean to what is nowSpain and then to
the Atlantic coast; then the developed Celtic language moved to Central Europe. Cunliffe was
greatly affected by the DNA analysis of Stephen Oppenheimer in reaching this view, but Cunliffe
has long been an expert on the Atlantic coastal regions. Since neither Cunliffe nor Oppenheimer
are professional linquists, it will be interesting to see how the linquists react to this view. Cunliffe
also follows Oppenheimer in positing that the inhabitants of what is now England may have been
speaking a Germanic dialect from as early as 6000 BCE or have developed one from their
known frequent interactions with the mainland European Germanic dialect speakers. This would
explain why Celtic has left so relatively little trace on present day English and why the Anglo-
Saxon dialects became so readily accepted.. Cunliffe is less sure than Oppenheimer that we
can differentiate the early Neolithic Germanic influences from the later DNA supplied by by
Angles, Saxons, Frisians, and Jutes of the 5th century CE and the still later Viking influence from
CE 800 on. Readers should note that these speculations take up but one chapter in a many
chaptered book on early Britain.”

Judith Wood, “Where are you formative great book.. Where are you formative great book. Gave
me insight into the forming of United Kingdom.”

Sotto voce, “Fun read for the curious. Cunliffe never disappoints with his career filled stories of
systematically reconstructing pre-historic life. Doggerland’s implication will likely always be the
unknown lynchpin until the next Ice Age reopens the lost lands for exploration.Of the >250,000
years of anatomically modern man, Britain reveals no evidence of a most ancient human
footprint. Britain seems to begin around about the time of Cheddar Man and say 14,000 years
ago with increasing clarity by millennia until arriving at relatively modern Stonehenge and
forward.Britain Begins peels more or less 10,000 years of layers adequate to infer the nature of
the populating wanderers.Detailed and very interesting.”

(Private), “Barry Cunliffe is a writer of great clarity, with a massive knowledge of his subject.......



Barry Cunliffe is a writer of great clarity, with a massive knowledge of his subject. I love the
abundant maps & pictures in this book. I am, at the same time, reading his "Pytheas the Greek",
which has overwhelmed me, in the way he has pieced together a very intricate puzzle with but a
few pieces, & created a masterpiece of easy reading. When I learn & enjoy at the same time, I
am very pleased.”

Ann Scarborough, “Outstanding read. Get to know before you go!. A highly detailed expose on
Britain before the Romans. Wonderful read on early people and their evolution with the land and
seas. Makes you consider what an island development is all about. If you are thinking of travel
to an ancestral home after a COVID-19 vaccine, you have time to enjoy this book.”

BB, “Excellent summary from a leading expert in the field. Barry Cunliffe is one of the leading
lights in the study of European prehistory. This is a wonderful (and highly readable) overview of
the latest thinking about the prehistory of Britain and its environment. Thorough without being
boring and overly detailed, scholarly without being inaccessible, "Britain Begins" is one of the
best books on prehistory and archaeology I've read in a long time. Cunliffe brings together
archaeology, climatology, geology, genetics and linguistics to set out a comprehensive view of
the settlement of Britain in the late Ice Age and the societies that subsequently arose there.A
particularly nice touch is that all the many maps and graphics come out very well even in the
Kindle edition.If I have one criticism, it is that I thought he was a bit uncritical of Sykes' and
Oppenheimer's interpretations of the genetics. I'm no expert in the field but I know there is a bit
more controversy about this area than Cunliffe's exposition suggests.”

Cheeser, “Sometimes the effort to include all possible evidence impedes the progress of the tale
but a reader will gain an appreciation of. This is a carefully and broadly inclusive review of data
related to the population of the British isles as it developed over the centuries. The perspective
of time and the evidence of which population derived from whatever source is dealt with in an
even manner. The mysteries of an individuals specific heritage may or may not have an answer
in DNA analysis.At least the reader will gain a perspective on the mix of ethnic groups which has
occurred over the centuries. Sometimes the effort to include all possible evidence impedes the
progress of the tale but a reader will gain an appreciation of the effort expended in presenting
this excellent work.”

Alun d, “Cannot recommend this book highly enough. I have not read any books about the pre-
history of Britain before this one. My taste is also the kings and queens and the big people of
history approached based on sources rather than archaeology or evidence. My partner often
they write me for my dismissal of evidence and science.That will not happen after this book. It
was a completely new way to me of viewing history. He bases his work entirely on scientific
evidence using various methods. It is absolutely fascinating. This is a superb review of the



archaeological and scientific evidence of our history.The most important thing it tells us is that
the right wing view of Britain is that we are a white race that should remain sacrosanct is
absolute rubbish. His last line is that Britain is a mongrel race and the better for it. Let the
Conservatives on the right wing understand that. Great book.”

Andrew Howell, “DNA and chemistry and how when you put them all together you get a better
picture. He's flexible inches thinking. This is a superb book. It begins by tracing the geographic
and geological origins of the country and then moves to losing at the story of humans as the
inhabited the land. I was fascinated by his insights as to the benefits and disadvantages of each
of the key investigative disciplines, archeology, DNA and chemistry and how when you put them
all together you get a better picture. He's flexible inches thinking, clear where we don't know the
answer to questions and pretty good and giving options and alternatives to key ideas.Above all
else this book is based around the notion that humans are made to move and to
travel.Thoroughly enjoyable. Ends with the Normans”

jm49, “Very accessible. Well written, well illustrated and a pleasure to read. Written by a leader in
the archeological field (pun intended) this book is well worth the cost and time it takes to read.
Free from jargon it is accessible for almost anyone to learn from. If you want a ‘technical’ or
‘academic’ book this might be a little light, but for general readership I would recommend this
book.”

K. J. Kilburn, “Background history to UK's population complexity. I wanted a well-researched and
technical book by a reputable archaeologist to provide a reliable background overview of the
diverse population expansion in Britain from prehistoric times onwards. This book does it.My
particular interest is why the earliest stone circles, dating to c3800BC were constructed in
Orkney, while later expansion of that architecture developed more widely further south,
particularly in southern mainland Britain. The book dosent answer the question but does shed
light on immigration via the Atlantic routes from the continental mainland”

Ebook Library Reader, “Brilliant and very detailed. This looks like a coffee table book but is very
academic and detailed. Don’t be fooled by the pictures- it’s a dense read. It is however, simply
brilliant and I have learned a tonne of information- indeed for the first time I feel I have a grasp of
our ancient history. It was astonishing to understand all the evolutionsOf culture and I can
actually say it helped me understand my country and identity.  Utter brilliance.”

The book by Michael Stegemann has a rating of 5 out of 4.6. 303 people have provided
feedback.
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